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Chapter 1

I couldn’t believe Sawsaw’s speed as he pelted ahead of me through the grimy tunnels of the underdark. He’d grown a lot in his first ten months of life, so his head was about up to my armpit these days, but it still shocked me every time the kid went into overdrive like this.

We’d been at a full out sprint for almost ten minutes now, and Sawsaw didn’t slow his pace except to scale around a slimy bog or a smattering of carcasses. I certainly didn’t have to worry about him falling behind, whatever his age. He was ten feet ahead of me, and I was honestly struggling to keep up.

The hungry snarls and hot breath on my neck was definitely inspiring my legs, though, and I didn’t miss a beat when I leapt over a five-foot-wide slick of brownish goo. I’d already learned the hard way this impossible to spot sludge was actually a flesh peeling acid. Nika and Calliope had spent three weeks administering every healing remedy the two of them could come up with, and I still had a nasty scar splattered up my inner calf.

This time, I made damn sure I stuck the landing, and I grinned to myself when I heard the nearest werewolf slip into the pool of sludge and give a yowl of pain.

At least, I thought it was a werewolf.

We picked these monsters up in a part of the underdark I’d never explored before, but Calliope insisted this was the quickest route to the underground lake that had the right subspecies of kelp she’d asked for. Sawsaw and I made it more than halfway back to the surface world when the pack of werewolves caught our scent, but we were ready for them.

I’d been setting various traps around the different tunnels at every opportunity whenever I came to gather the things my wives needed, and even though grocery shopping for monster women was stressful to say the least, it gave me plenty of chances to rig up the place like Kevin McCallister in Home Alone.

Sawsaw took a sharp turn at the break between two tunnels up ahead, and he ran up the side of the rocky wall rather than slow his speed. The rush of wind just behind my shoulder told me the fucker on my tail almost caught hold of my molle pack, so I followed the kid’s lead and took the corner at mach speed.

Another of the wolfish creatures slammed into the sharp turn with a painful crack of bone against stone, and I heard the next beast let out a throaty growl as he trampled the other. There were only four of them when they first came upon us, but judging by the echoes that kept growing louder, it sounded like a couple more had joined in on the hunt.

Luckily, it didn’t matter how many there were, since I was leading them straight into a deadfall.

Sawsaw disappeared from sight as he came to the deep blue glow of the upcoming cavern, and I knew he was already waiting to snatch me.

The second I reached the mouth of the cave, a deep green and surprisingly burly arm latched onto mine and yanked me sideways, and I pinned my back to the mossy wall as I panted through the pain in my lungs.

The four wolves didn’t have time to react, and they barreled straight into the patch of vibrant red moss scattered in their path. The willowy branches I’d carefully laid out snapped at once, and the small cavern filled with the shocked and furious growls of the beasts as they plummeted to their deaths.

I waited for the telltale splat at the bottom, but it didn’t come. When I’d first laid the trap, I marked it with a distinctly red moss so I would remember it was there, but I had no idea how far the chasm reached. I’d noticed there were many places in the underdark that seemed to stretch on endlessly like this, though.

The growls of the wolves continued to fade until a couple of them must have caught an unfortunate ledge on the way down, and they were cut off by abrupt and ominous cracks.

The last four wolves saw their comrades plummet into the trap before they arrived, and their three-inch claws scratched wildly across the tunnel floor before they managed to skid to a stop right in front of the trap.

Well. Shit.

Their wiry limbs were grotesquely elongated and hairless, so I wasn’t really sure if they were actually werewolves like from the stories on Earth, but the wolfish heads and ragged black hair jutting up along their spines had me thinking they were close enough.

Either way, the nearest beast whipped his scraggly snout around the cavern to locate us, and the second his flashing yellow eyes locked on me, an axe split his face straight down the middle.

“Sawsaw!” my son bellowed, and he pounded his chest like a green Donkey Kong. Then he wrenched the axe free in a splatter of blood and brains.

My hatchet was poised as well, and I wiped a bit of blood from my brow before I hurled it at the next wolf. The blade impaled the fucker’s neck, and his yowl reached a pitch that made my skin crawl. He still turned to pounce, but I dodged his attack with a roll that brought me around to the other side of the deadfall.

Hooked black claws smacked me across the cheek the second I stood up, but I had my buck knife in hand now, and I swiftly countered the attack with a deep slash across the creature’s wiry gray chest. Another pained snarl brought his yellow teeth within an inch of my arm, but Sawsaw was already flying through the air at his back, and I grinned as my son flattened him on impact.

Then Sawsaw stabbed him about fifteen times in the skull with his dagger, and even though the beast was definitely dead way before he finished, I always admired the kid’s pluck. Once he got going, he never let up.

I wasn’t sure which side of the family he got that from, but I liked to think it was mine. I was the only one in my sapper training who never dropped his pack no matter how many miles I’d just swam or how long I held the eighty-plus pounds above my head. It was this kind of determination that got me through my tours in both Afghanistan and Syria, so seeing Sawsaw dig deep and get in touch with this bottomless drive made me proud of my firstborn.

Of course, it could have just been the goblin in him. Good old-fashioned determination and crazy-killing vibes were two very different things.

Regardless, I let Sawsaw follow his own instincts the last dozen or so times we came to the underdark, and I knew he didn’t need me telling him how to go about the defense aspects. He’d let up when it was time to let up.

For now, there were already two gutted wolves on the floor of the cavern thanks to him, but one last wolf prowled in from the blackened tunnel, and he began to stalk around the edge of the deadfall to get at me. He was about a foot taller than the others, and he was filthy with feces and an unidentifiable stench that came from his toothy grin.

“You’re one ugly piece of shit,” I muttered as I braced myself for the next attack.

The hackles on the wolf’s shoulders raised as he flattened his ears and snarled, and I wondered if he could understand me. This species didn’t seem to be the most intelligent I’d come across in this dim world of monsters, but the flashing of his yellow eyes was highly predatory, and the way he stalked around the edge of the gaping hole without needing to check his footing told me how experienced this beast was.

He also never took his eyes off me for a second, even when Sawsaw finally finished his butchering and poised himself on my left side with his bloody axe and dagger ready.

Before I could blink, the kid hurled the axe, but the werewolf was all sorts of fast, and the monster lunged to the side in time to dodge the blow. Sawsaw let out a low growl of frustration, and his green hand curled into claws as he hunkered down to pounce.

“Let me get this one,” I warned under my breath as I continued to counter the wolf’s circling. “He’s smarter than the others.”

Sawsaw nodded, but he remained like a deadly shadow beside me.

My grip was like a vise on the handle of my buck knife, and I motioned to the wolf to get it over with already.

“Come on, ugly,” I growled. “I’ve got shit to do and places to be.”

The wolf let out a snarl that sounded eerily like a chuckle, but then he suddenly lunged right over the gaping chasm between us.

The movement was a bit unexpected, but I still managed to rush a few steps forward to throw off his landing. The full force of his weight slammed against me along with his thrashing claws, but my knife impaled his gut in the same instant. I tried to shove his weight backward, but his hind claws caught viciously at the edge of the hole, and he latched onto the straps of my pack in a way that guaranteed he’d pull me over the edge right along with him.

“Ahhh, shit!” I grappled with the beast and struggled to avoid his gnashing teeth.

The stench of his breath made me gag so much my eyes watered over and distorted my vision. I was still twisting my blade in deeper, though, and every turn caused the wolf’s back to spasm in pain, and I knew he was losing his hold on me.

Then I dropped to my knees and rolled him so I had him pinned by the throat, and when he retracted his claws to take a swipe, I wrenched my knife out of his gut and sliced the tender flesh of his hairy armpit.

His arm went limp as blood began to pool beneath him, and I quickly slit his throat when he wailed and tried for another bite at my face. The wail turned into a furious gurgle as blood sprayed across us both, and I rolled once more to prop the beast on the base of my boots and catapult him right over the edge of the death trap.

The wolf’s spine snapped against the other side as his partially severed head whipped back, and only the gentle whoosh of wind echoed from the gaping chasm when he dropped below.

Sawsaw let out a guttural power grunt he always liked to throw in when it wasn’t his own kill, and he stomped to the edge of the deadfall like an amped up wrestler. He did a few shuffles around the pit while he cooled down, and I wiped the wolf’s blood from my blade and returned it to my utility belt. Then I pulled myself up and dabbed at the tender claw marks on my cheek.

“We’ll reset the trap next time,” I told Sawsaw. “I don’t wanna miss the birth, and these guys cost us at least twenty minutes.”

Sawsaw gave me a decisive nod, and we both turned to head onward through the tunnel. I left the corpses of the other werewolves strewn around the cavern since something would probably be coming around to eat them at any minute.

“You didn’t lose the kelp, right?” I checked as Sawsaw stooped down to retrieve his axe.

“Sawsaw,” he said with a shake of his head, and he shrugged on the straps of his own molle pack.

“Good,” I sighed. “Hopefully, it’s the right kind this time. This is starting to get ridiculous, but we followed Calliope’s directions to a tee, and this kelp has all the little purple spots she mentioned.”

Sawsaw nodded his agreement and stowed his axe on the right side of his pack, and we strolled ahead into the next tunnel to make our way to the surface world. The two of us had met our fair share of beasties on our grocery runs in the underdark, so the protocol had become second nature to both of us by now.

Get in, get the odd shit, kill the monsters, get out.

It was a strange life compared to my last one, but it was a good one. My son made me prouder every day, and he’d grown to be an obedient soldier and a reliable older brother. I still preferred to only take him along on these trips, though, since having the whole tribe had gotten incredibly messy the one time I tried it.

Nika had been right. Goblins were very, very good at sneaking, and I lost three of my kids within five minutes on that trip. I found them eating the carcass of some creature that had been dead so long, I couldn’t even tell if it had hair, fur, scales, or skin. They reeked like death for about a week afterward and shit worms for a month.

So, Sawsaw was my main sidekick down here, and it was just as well because the two of us were a killer team. I used to be more uneasy at the prospect of returning to the ominous caverns of the underdark, but in the last ten months, I’d grown to think of it like a colonoscopy. It was a pain in the ass and a messy business, but sometimes it was necessary.

My gorgeous wives adored their new home with me on the surface world, and they eagerly embraced every aspect of it, but they were still a goblin and a siren. Getting them the strange plants and grubs they needed from their old world was a part of being married to them, just like I would have been expected to get ice cream and pickles for my pregnant human wife, so I didn’t mind in the slightest.

The look on Nika’s face whenever I brought her a fresh batch of her favorite swarmslugs was like the moment someone dropped a hundred pounds of glitter on a crowd at a Kesha concert. Her eyes lit up, her arms shot toward the sky, and after five minutes of squealing, I usually ended up with my clothes being torn off by the giddy woman so she could fuck my brains out.

The only downside these days were the questionable injuries, like the new claw marks now slashed across my left cheek. I hoped they wouldn’t fester like the other injuries I’d sustained since arriving, but I wasn’t feeling optimistic about this given the werewolves smelled like they’d been rolling in rot and most likely eating it, too.

Aside from the acid splooge stain on my calf, I picked the wrong type of underdark moss balls for Calli a couple months ago, and the rash on my upper thigh where my pocket was had turned neon orange and smelled like spoiled bacon for weeks. It didn’t hurt, at least, but I couldn’t stand to take my pants off for long because of the stench, so both of my wives were severely disappointed in the aftermath. Especially Nika, because it meant I couldn’t get her pregnant again until it healed.

I still went down on her daily to keep the woman happy, and when I’d finally healed, she decided I was such a loving husband-ruler-goblin-king, she jumped my bones three times a day for longer than I could recall as payment for my oral services.

Life was good, basically, despite the utter weirdness. Now, with Calliope expecting our first child to be born at any hour, a flutter of anticipation gave me an added spring in my step while I left the corpses of the werewolves behind.

I loved all of my goblin kids, of course, and Nika was already expecting another in about a week, but this would be my beautiful siren wife’s first born, so I didn’t even know what to expect. Ten months had passed at a snail’s pace while I watched the woman’s slender belly swell into a sweet lump, and when the day came for Calliope to birth her egg and plant it at the base of her pond beside the river, I almost puked I was so stoked.

And a little confused, because I hadn’t seen that one coming. It made sense since she was of a fishy variety of species, but it also made me incredibly paranoid for the next five months. I was constantly worried one of my goblin kids would trip and fall into the pond, somehow deadweight it to the bottom, step on the egg or dislodge it, and all would be lost. I also didn’t doubt they might try and eat it if they found it by accident.

I even set up a fence around the pond in the middle of a sleepless night because I seriously couldn’t be ten feet away without having heart palpitations. Calliope made me take the fence down the next morning, though, since it did kind of look like I was keeping her in a cage, and that was weird.

The siren was unfailingly calm about the whole process even though she’d never had a child before, so I tried to trust her on this one as much as I could. The only thing missing now was the proper kelp to provide our child’s first bout of nutrients before it could digest full fish. I usually stood by the old adage that the third time was the charm, but hopefully fifth time would be the charm here, because swimming through the questionable waters of the underdark for the wrong fucking kelp was getting old.

Calliope hadn’t ever wanted to return to her old world after coming to the surface, though, and I didn’t mind the sentiment. After listening to those stinking goblins trying to cook the beautiful woman alive when I first found her, the thought of her strolling that fine ass around the underdark made my stomach drop and my palms sweat.

I knew she could defend herself with her song and trident, but if they’d captured her once, they could certainly do it again, and we had a little baby to think of now. None of the other types of kelp I’d brought up would do the baby good apparently, so it was back to the underdark for me and Sawsaw yet again.

This time, Sawsaw was almost positive we’d found the right lake, so I left the last cavernous tunnel and entered the warm light of our two suns with a deep sigh of relief. It wasn’t even first lunchtime yet, and the balmy spring day was ideal for swimming by my estimate. Charlie the horse was patiently waiting for us under the shade of a tree with our cart still harnessed to his back, and he let out a whinny in greeting as we got closer.

“This is the one,” I informed the horse with a solid pat to his neck. “The lake smelled like overripe peaches, and there’s purple spots on the kelp, so it has to be the one.”

I was answered with a reassuring whinny before I followed Sawsaw up onto the driver’s bench.

“Let’s get back, boys. We’ve got a beautiful woman expecting a shit ton of kelp and a whole lot of kisses.”

I flicked the reins to get Charlie headed along the hillside toward the homestead, and Sawsaw nodded stoically at my side. He clutched his molle pack against his chest like he was smuggling a few kilos of cocaine, and I nudged him to send him a nod of thanks.

“Good job today,” I told my son. “You did me proud out there.”

“Sawsaw,” he said with a determined scowl.

“Not just the fighting,” I chuckled. “The way you distracted those mini sharks so quickly was incredible. You’re really keeping your head in the game lately. I didn’t even see that first one coming.”

“Fish good,” he replied. “Shark bad.”

“No shit,” I sighed. “The problem is the crystals didn’t span to the bottom, they stopped about halfway down the wall. By the time I was down that deep, it was too late to turn back, and then the little shark just shot right out of nowhere.”

“Blink,” he suggested, and he nudged the flashlight on my utility belt.

“Naw, it crapped out two lakes back, remember?” I reminded him. “I really should stop carrying it around. Habit, I guess. I’m thinking of rigging a new one with the crystals we’ve been bringing back. The smaller ones in the kitchen seem to keep their glow for around a month, and if I cluster them together in a handheld mount, we’d have a similar device.”

Sawsaw grinned, and I could see the pride in his brown eyes when I grinned back.

“It was a good idea, buddy,” I told him with a solid clap to his brawny shoulder. “You’re stepping it up for the family, and we’re all impressed.”

Sawsaw sat up straighter and puffed out his chest, and I chuckled as I turned Charlie toward the river. My son had been the one to start leaving the crystals on the shelves for his mother to cook by during the winter nights, and ever since, we’d made sure to gather some fresh ones every so often when we travelled into the underdark. The largest crystals were incredibly heavy and lasted longer, but the power of their strange electricity kept spooking the dogs until they finally refused to come within thirty feet of the house, so we stuck to the smaller ones now.

It made all the difference in the colder season. The planet we lived on must have had an axial tilt similar to Earth’s, because as winter set in, the two suns began to slide lower and lower across the sky, and nights got even longer than usual. With Sawsaw’s idea to use the crystals, we managed to stay productive through the long winter months, and we lined the barn walls with them as well as the posts in the pastures so we could tend to the animals.

Winter was relatively mild here, and the running river hadn’t gotten a chance to freeze over completely. Calliope was able to get the water time she needed to maintain her health, and we only had a few weeks’ worth of snow. It was the excruciatingly long nights that made it a struggle to maintain the farm, but as long as I made sure the kids brought the crystals in before we hit the sack, it was a workable solution.

One night, though, we forgot the crystals, and a group of bounty hunters found the fortress while we were asleep. They must have spotted the glow from the hilltop, but luckily, Calliope had spent that evening in the river, and she drowned them all in a few minutes. Then she came up to the house and shivered her way through an explanation while she clutched her dripping breasts in her slender arms.

After that, we never forgot to bring in the crystals, but we did have a few more visitors. It was nothing we couldn’t handle so far with our six goblin kids and the strength of Calliope’s songs, but now that spring was well underway, I wanted to wring every drop of productivity out of the daylight hours and improve the defenses around our homestead.

My family was growing, and the cows were all getting ready to birth their spring calves, plus the sows were a bit ornery after a couple of my other sons started eating their piglets. I wanted to design a more secure pen until the two kids grew out of their slaughtering phase. With Sawsaw, I only needed to worry about the animals for about five months, and his brother, Shitter, was getting near that age. Still, the two youngest were eyeing the newly hatched chicks the other day, so I wanted to get the jump on them as well.

My kids slaughtering my livestock was a hiccup I hadn’t anticipated on the homestead, but if I could just find a way of keeping them busy throughout the day, I figured I could muddle through the difficult younger months alright. I had plenty of food regardless, and our first crops looked to be growing well so far. I was worn through like a soiled dish rag by the end of most days from running around taking care of everything on the farm, and each day brought another slaughtered sheep here or there. Still, my wives tirelessly insisted I was the best provider in all the world while they gently rode me in the evenings, and I fell asleep each night with either one or both of them sighing in my arms.

“Calli,” Sawsaw announced, and I shook myself out of my musing to catch the sound of a playful splash nearby.

Calliope’s iridescent tailfin flicked along the surface of the river just ahead, and I grinned while I watched her backend break the surface as she dove deeper and disappeared. My siren wife loved swimming along with us once we passed the last turn on the way home, and I loved the little glimpses of her drenched hips and bare back she left behind.

When the stout wood fencing of the homestead finally came into view, the siren jetted ahead, and I knew she would be waiting for us in her pond when we came through the gates.

Shortly after we brought Calli home with us, Sawsaw helped me dig out the pond for her as an offshoot from the flowing river, and it had become her favorite place on the homestead. Several of her favorite plants were already taking root along the base and walls of the cozy pond, and we made it about twenty feet in diameter to give her room to swim around and relax.

Sawsaw hopped down from the cart to lift the hefty wooden gate aside, and Charlie took me through into the front yard of our homestead. I chuckled while the rest of my goblin sons bounded over the grass to take Sawsaw down like a pack of linebackers, and then I waved to the beautiful siren perched at the edge of the pond.

Calliope’s eyes brimmed with affection while she watched Sawsaw wrestle his way free, and she had the glow of a new mother about her that made my heartbeat suddenly stutter. She was always drop dead gorgeous, but these last few weeks of anticipation had brought a glint to her blue eyes and a blush to her cheeks, and I jumped from the cart to make it over to her in four seconds flat.

Calliope giggled in a musical way and threw her arms up to me so I could lift her out of the water, and I locked the dripping woman against me while she devoured my lips. She tasted like salt and honey, and my clothes and hair were drenched from her affectionate welcome by the time I released her.

“I missed you,” Calli said with a soft moan of approval.

“Am I too late?” I asked anxiously. “I tried to hurry.”

“Not yet,” she assured me. “Come and see! The egg has been twitching for the last two hours already. It should be very soon!”

I nodded and gently slid the siren back into the pond, and then I quickly stripped down and kicked my boots off.

Calliope rested her chin in her delicate hands while she admired the view of my naked body, and she swayed her fin beneath the water in a hypnotic way that brought my attention straight to her ass again.

“You look absolutely beautiful,” I told her. “You’re glowing, too.”

“I am glowing, aren’t I?” she agreed with a giggle. “Nika said my breasts are bigger, too, but what do you think?”

The siren pulled herself halfway up onto the ledge of her pond, and she shimmied her shoulders while she looked up at me expectantly.

The iridescent scales that curled up her slender waist to cover her breasts glinted and scattered water droplets with the movement, and I went from six to twelve in a heartbeat.

I tried to say something that only came out as an incoherent dribble of hmms and ahhhs, but Calli was very pleased with my appraisal. She always was.

“I want you to kiss them,” the siren informed me.

“Yeah, I can do that,” I said at once, and if I hadn’t been so paranoid about my baby in an egg at the bottom of her pond, I would have cannonballed my way in. Instead, I dropped down and carefully slid into the pond while I worked to keep myself close to the edge, and Calli brought herself flush against me.

“I am so glad the warmer season is here again,” Calli groaned. “I missed swimming with you.”

“I did, too,” I replied.

Her slender body rolled against my erection while her fin swayed beneath her, and I couldn’t help but kiss her again for a couple minutes or so before I slowly worked my way downward. I’d learned early on Calli’s nipples were just as pleasurably sensitive with her scales covering them, but finding out the natural covering was ridiculously soft to the touch had been even more of a surprise.

“Ohhhh, yessss, Kennnn,” she whispered when my lips began to kiss around her breasts, and then she gasped when I took one of her nipples in my mouth while I gently pinched the other between my fingers.

The siren’s tailfin was stout and coarse like a fish to protect her when she swam, but as the scales trailed upward along her hips, ribs, and breasts, they became gradually softer until they reached the velvety texture of rose petals around her nipples. The sensation drove me out of my mind every time she insisted I kiss her there, and it made the siren go limp in my arms without fail.

“They’re definitely bigger,” I assured the woman when I took a break from sucking on her breasts and looked up at her.

“Do you mind?” she asked with a coy smile.

“I love it,” I chuckled. “They were already big, but this is just… I mean, how long does this last?”

“I don’t know, but Nika thinks not long based on the birthing cycle of my species. Baby sirens mostly need the proper strand of kelp for the first week, but they also require milk from me for the first three days. I hope my breasts stay this big for always, though. Look how much they jiggle like this!”

She gave me another playful demonstration, and I swallowed hard as I tried to let the colder temperature of the water calm me down a bit. As much as I wanted to drag her up onto shore and make love in the heat of the spring suns, my goblin kids were still wrestling Sawsaw only a few yards away. They rarely left the poor guy alone after he was away for a few hours, so I knew it would be a while before my second wife and I had any privacy.

Calliope must have sensed the direction of my thoughts, because she blushed and clasped her hands over her breasts to hide them from my view.

“Tonight, Ken,” the siren purred. “I want you to take me in the moonlight like you did the other day. It was so magical.”

“Anything you want,” I promised, and I pulled her hands away to gently pin her back against the ledge of the pond, so I could trail kisses down her neck and tease her nipples some more. I enjoyed her moans for a few more minutes before I knew that I was about to just take her here in her pond, so I stopped, but when I released her, the smoldering glint in her eyes made my heart skip a beat.

“I love you so much,” she said softly.

“I love you, too.” I grinned. “Should we see how our baby’s doing?”

With a giddy smile, the siren suddenly dropped beneath the surface, and she caught my hand to pull me with her. We swam about ten feet down to the base of the pond where there was a ringlet of transplanted crystals waiting, and in the center of their glow, a soft purple pouch seemed to shiver where it laid. The egg was translucent like the fish eggs I’d seen on Earth, but it was about the size of a small ottoman now. Beneath the soft purple hue, I could see a young siren curled into a tight ball and clutching its fin. The eyes were closed, and the sheen of the egg made it difficult to tell if it was a boy or a girl’s face, but I didn’t mind.

My chest clenched as I gently stroked the side of the egg, and it felt oddly similar to the texture of Calliope’s breast scales. I could also feel the shivering of the little siren inside, and when I turned to look at the woman who clutched my hand in hers, she sent me a glittering smile. Calli’s blonde hair furled around her face like a halo, and I almost forgot to hold my breath as I fought the urge to sigh.

Life was genuinely unreal in this world I’d been transported to, but this moment floating with my siren wife and looking down on the egg that held our first child made my knees go numb.

Any hour now, I would be a father once again, and Calliope’s beautiful songs would be joined by the songs of our siren-child.

I stared so long at the two of them, Calliope had to drag me back up to the surface before I ran out of breath, but I was grinning like an idiot when I gasped and drew in a fresh draft of air.

“Holy shit,” I laughed. “This is incredible. It’s gotten so big.”

“Were you able to get the kelp?” Calli asked eagerly as we swam to the edge of the pond. “The egg is trembling so much more than it was only an hour ago. It will hatch very soon.”

“I certainly hope I got the right kelp, then.”

I pulled myself up onto land, and when I hollered for Sawsaw, his unruly red hair popped up from the chaos of his grappling brothers. The five younger goblins didn’t let up as he powered to his feet hulk-style and trudged toward the cart with them all dangling from him, but he finally managed to free himself with a thunderous roar and a violent shake.

Nika had made him a new pack three times in the last ten months as he grew, and now his was the same size and style as my own. I guessed this was the reason he liked it so much and used it every chance he got. He’d demanded I carry the other wares from the underdark in my pack, and he crammed his own to bursting with kelp for the baby. I smiled to myself as I realized he was already feeling protective of his unborn siren-sibling, and I watched him clutch the pack high above his head like I taught him so his leaping siblings couldn’t reach it.

“Calli,” Sawsaw grunted, and he bestowed the pack into my care with a solemn nod.

“Thanks, buddy,” I chuckled. “You’re a good kid.”

“Thank you for guarding my baby’s kelp, Sawsaw,” Calliope sang as she perched her elbows on the grassy ledge. “You’re an absolute darling, just like your father.”

“Sawsaw,” he replied with a sheepish grin before he was completely flattened in the grass by two of his brothers.

I rolled my eyes while the goblins wrestled Sawsaw away in a wash of grunts and growls, and then I crouched down to open the molle pack for Calli.

The siren’s smile spread from ear to ear, and she clasped her hands to her chest with a little gasp.

“It’s perfect!” she declared.

“Oh, thank fucking god,” I sighed heavily. “I was ready to pull my hair out if it was the wrong kind again.”

“You did so wonderfully,” Calli preened as she pulled me in for a kiss. “Thank you for going back again. I know you have been so dedicated to this endeavor, and I will never forget how brave and kind and loving and wonderful you have been! You are the most amazing man I have ever known, and Nika and I are so lucky to have you as our husband.”

“Yeah, well,” I said with a shrug, but secretly, I could have done a victory dance right there. Three weeks of repeated treks to the underdark, five creepy lakes, seven different types of monsters attacking my ass, but damn it if I didn’t provide for my family.

“I hope it wasn’t too much trouble this time,” Calliope said as she fluttered her lashes at me.

The rank stench of the last werewolf’s breath as it chomped its ugly teeth inches from my throat came to mind at once, but I left a light kiss on Calliope’s cheek.

“Not at all.”

“That is so good to hear,” she sighed. “I don’t like to be a bother to you.”

“Calli, nothing you ask of me could ever be a bother,” I assured her, and I admired her swelling breasts for another minute while she happily picked through the pack and began depositing the kelp into her pond. “Where’s Nika at?”

“She’s right there, silly,” Calli giggled.

Nika giggled, too, and I turned to find my beautiful goblin wife smiling affectionately at the two of us only a couple feet away.

“Sneak,” I teased, and she leapt into my arms.

“I just love seeing the two of you so happy, this is all so wonderful,” Nika announced. “We will have a powerful siren baby in our home at last, and you will be the happiest parents in all the world.”

“Except for you,” Calliope pointed out as she glanced at the bump of Nika’s belly. Nika’s soft jade skin had begun to swell once more about a week ago, and I wasn’t at all surprised by it.

The gorgeous goblin had insisted I get her pregnant as soon as I got back from my last trip to the underdark, and after the few vigorous sessions we’d spent tumbling around in the fields that night, I knew I’d delivered what she wanted.

Nika brought my hand up to stroke her belly while she looked at me with love shining in her emerald eyes, and I wondered if I could possibly smile any more than I’d been today. The way my women looked at me when they talked about our babies made my insides do backflips every time, and I still couldn’t believe they took so much pride in carrying my children.

“Come inside, Ken Jewell,” Nika purred as she tucked herself under my arm. “I have made you all of your favorite foods to celebrate this glorious day.”

“But if the baby hatches--”

“Go eat!” Calli insisted with a laugh. “I will not have the father of my baby going hungry for a single moment, and those scratches on your handsome face do not look comfortable at all.”

I’d already forgotten the clawing from the werewolf, but it was easy to forget everything once my women started fawning over me and our family.

“Yes, you will come inside and sit and let me take care of you,” Nika decided for me.

I sent a grin to Calli as I hastily grabbed my clothes from the ground and let Nika drag me off toward the house, and the siren gave a coy little wave before she dipped beneath the surface of the pond.

“God, she’s beautiful today,” I sighed. “I mean, she’s always beautiful, but today… ”

“She is proud and hopelessly in love with you, Ken Jewell,” Nika informed me. “As she should be. I just know the two of you will make the most beautiful baby in all the world. I have been going out of my mind waiting for your baby to hatch, but if it takes a whole ten months for a siren to be born, then it will surely be the most magnificent baby. Then you will make another one right away, and another, and another, and we will have all of the river swimming with deadly beauties.”

I smirked and pulled my clothes on in front of the hearth while Nika arranged several steaming plates on the table.

“If you insist,” I replied.

“I absolutely insist,” Nika said with a little nod, and she sent me a smile as giddy as Calli’s. “I love seeing our beautiful siren so happy, and I know she is waiting for you to make her pregnant again. She talks of nothing else.”

“Really?” I asked, but the question seemed to shock Nika.

“Of course! I know she cannot have another child until this one is hatched, but I’ve heard the way she moans for you out there when you make love, and she wants so badly to carry another baby for you. She has told me many times she wishes for you to make her pregnant as soon as the baby is here. So, you will be busy with her all night, I hope.”

I let out a deep breath as I settled in at the table, and between Nika’s words and the five-course meal in front of me, I really didn’t know what to say. I knew Calli had been wanting to get pregnant because she kept begging me to cum in her the other night, but hearing Nika’s take on the matter made my head spin.

I couldn’t make any sense of my luck these days. My two beautiful women adored one another like sisters, and they graciously shared me night after night while hoping I got both of them pregnant every time. It was more than I ever could have imagined for myself, but it was a hell of an ego boost, and I wondered if I always sat this tall, or if I’d started strutting around like a rooster in only the last few months.

Nika began to laugh when I just sat there staring at the two roasted chickens, stuffed mushrooms, fresh baked bread, homemade butter, apple pie, and tossed greens on the table. I obviously could never eat it all, but after the farm really hit its stride, Nika insisted on feeding me as well as any goblin king should be fed. I appreciated the gesture, but it usually meant I could barely breathe by the time I finished a meal, and half of it always went to Sawsaw.

Then a brimming mug of ale slid across the wooden tabletop, and I turned a grin toward the jade beauty at my side. Her candy red hair tumbled in careless waves as she tossed it over her shoulder, and she shrugged in a way she knew made her ample breasts jostle irresistibly.

“Get over here,” I said, and I dragged her into my lap.

Nika giggled with delight and let me cover her slender green neck with kisses, and she wove her fingers in my hair to pull me in closer.

“I missed you, Ken Jewell,” she sighed. “I have been making all sorts of plans for your kingdom while you were away, and I have arranged and rearranged all of your loot three times to be sure it looks most impressive. I can’t wait to show it to you.”

“Thank you,” I chuckled and leaned back to admire her plush green lips and deep, emerald eyes. “That’s very thoughtful of you.”

“I will always protect your loot with every fiber of my being, Ken Jewell. You will like the way I have arranged it today. You will see. Would you like to make love to me in your treasure hold now?”

“I’ll eat this wonderful meal first,” I said with a grin. “I’d hate for all your hard work to go to waste.”

“Yes, eat!” she laughed, and she bounced with excitement. “I will make your handsome face all better, and while you eat, you will tell me what fool dared to mar my king.”

“I think it was a werewolf of some kind,” I said as I lifted the woman off my lap and pulled my ale over first.

Nika began rummaging through the collection of remedies her and Calliope had been putting together for months, and she let out a frustrated harrumph that was stupid cute as her hair fell over her eyes.

“I hope our dear son peeled the flesh from the brute’s bones and crushed his innards into pulp with his fists.”

I swallowed down a lump of mushroom and tried to ignore the gag reflex her words brought out in me.

“Something like that,” I replied. “Any more trouble before the sun came up today?”

“Not at all,” she said. “I had Shitter and Canigo stand watch in the towers after you and Sawsaw left.”

“They didn’t get into the pig pen again, did they?” I asked as I smacked my lips and finished off the last of my ale.

Nika deposited a few leaf wraps of poultice on the table and quickly turned to refill the mug.

“Yes, they did,” she said with a little shrug. “Only three pigs this time, but they remembered not to swallow the hooves, so I am so proud of them! I don’t like knowing they have to poop out the hooves, they’re so silly.”

Damn kids. I shook my head while I slathered some butter on a spongy bit of bread and started to pick through the first roasted chicken. At least they were learning some of the right lessons.

“I’m gonna have to buy some more pigs in town, then,” I decided. “Those two are eating them up faster than the pigs can breed. What are you going to do with the hooves?”

“I am boiling them into a broth for Sawsaw already,” Nika informed me. “He is growing so quickly, I can hardly keep him full these days, but the hooves will help make his arms bigger and his voice deeper. Hooves and bones are very good for strong goblin men.”

“He did well down there, today,” I said as she smiled and slid another mug of ale my way. “I ran into a swarm of shark-like creatures in the lake, but he dove right in and ate ten of them. Then he managed to squeeze the last few to death. He was really great about the whole thing, but I think he was having trouble keeping them down. They didn’t look too tasty.”

“He is such a brave young man, just like his father,” Nika sighed. Then she tilted my chin up toward her so she could get a look at the claw marks. “I am so happy you did not have to eat the sharks, too. Sharks are not at all what a goblin king should eat. Sawsaw was right to eat them for you.”

I was about to point out that I definitely wouldn’t have handled the sharks by eating them, but then Nika froze in tending to my wounds, and I saw her emerald eyes go wide.

“It’s here!” she squealed.

“What’s--”

I clamped my jaw shut when I heard a soft song drifting up to the house from the pond, and it was one I’d never heard my siren sing before. The melody was slow and intoxicating, and it made me feel like I was being wrapped in a warm blanket and lifted into loving arms. The notion sent me shooting to my feet, and I tripped over the chair, the central hearth, the entrance step, and finally Nika as well while I pelted for the door.

My goblin wife was as eager as I was to make it to the pond, and we both came to a panting stop just at the ledge.

Calliope smirked at the looks on our faces, but she continued to hum lightly and swim a slow circle around the waters. She had our little girl’s hands clasped in her own while she pulled the child alongside her, and her bright blue eyes were filled with happy tears.

“This is Aberdeen,” Calli told me, and her smile turned my arms into limp noodles.

Then the little siren girl turned to look over her shoulder at me.

“Daddy,” she giggled, and I was pretty sure my heart exploded straight out of my chest, along with most of my organs and probably all of my common sense.
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Chapter 2

So, just like that, I had my first daughter, and she had my eyes and her mother’s honey-colored hair. Her tailfin was a vibrant purple that shifted to indigo as she swam, which she could already do fresh out of the egg.

“Ohhhhh, my,” Nika moaned as she dropped to her knees and crawled to the edge of the pond like she was approaching the cutest puppy she’d ever seen. “You are so lovely! Do you know that?”

“I do,” Aberdeen said with a sweet smile.

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered and tried to steady the thrumming in my chest as I joined Nika near the pond.

This was going to be all kinds of trouble. I could tell already.

My siren daughter wasn’t just lovely, she was adorable, and there was a glint in those brown eyes that made me wonder if I was in way over my head with this father business.

“Your daddy is going to take over this world,” Nika said as she reached out to scruff the kid on the head. “He is the most magnificent person you will ever know, and we’re all going to help him fight the evil people and the mean monsters! Okay?”

“Okay!” Aberdeen smiled.

“Okay,” I laughed, and I slowly regained the ability to form coherent thoughts. “H-how are you? Did you hatch okay? I’m so, so sorry I wasn’t right here to see it. Do you need anything? Are you cold? Did you try the kelp yet? If it’s not fresh enough, I could easily get some more.”

Calliope stifled a giggle as she languidly drifted around the pool, and Aberdeen’s own giggle was just as musical and infectious.

“I love you, too,” my daughter told me with a little shake of her head.

Then she swam over to trail after her mother, and I nodded to myself because I was officially in trouble. The kid already saw straight through me, and we’d only known each other for twenty seconds.

“She is exactly as beautiful as I knew she would be,” Nika declared. “Calli, you and Ken Jewell will be the most fantastic baby makers, and your sirens will blind the rest of the world with their beauty while you work to destroy our enemies. This is a wonderful thing!”

“Isn’t it?” Calli sighed happily. “I’m so happy, Ken. We should get pregnant again! We did so well!”

I tried to think of a reply, but I was busy watching my daughter, who had her big brown eyes on me while she smiled and swam little circles around her mother. Then she glanced past me with a look of awe, and I turned to find Sawsaw nervously approaching.

“Come over here, buddy, she won’t bite!” I called. “Meet your new sister!”

“Sister,” Sawsaw muttered blankly.

“Yeah, no brother this time,” I chuckled. “This is Aberdeen. Aberdeen, this is your oldest brother, Sawsaw.”

“Yes, he is mine and your father’s first-born son, and he is the bravest goblin boy in all the land,” Nika assured the little girl.

I briefly wondered if Nika’s honesty about our relationship might upset the delicate siren, but Aberdeen didn’t hesitate to send Sawsaw a smile that could cripple a UFC fighter in under two seconds.

Sawsaw took a moment to process the situation, and I could see his brown eyes working through an overwhelming emotion much like my own.

“Abby,” Sawsaw finally said.

“I love it!” the little siren giggled at her new nickname.

Then Sawsaw immediately turned to me, and his expression shifted to the deadliest glare I’d ever seen on his face.

“Sawsaw kill,” he decided.

So, obviously, my heart dropped right out my ass. “What? You can’t kill her!”

Sawsaw shook his head, raised a green finger, and trailed along the distant hills and surrounding lands.

“Sawsaw kill,” he said once more, and then he gestured to Abby with a fierce pound of his chest.

“Ohhh!” I sighed with a harried nod. “Right. Exactly, that’s a good point, buddy.”

I turned and signaled to the other goblin kids who were grappling near the front steps, and they quickly recognized the gesture that told them to line up at attention.

“Listen up, boys,” I said as I leveled the line of young goblins with a soldier’s stare. “You’ve got a new little sister now, and that means new duties here on the farm. Clan Jewell protocol is as follows: anyone tries to hurt Abby… we show them no mercy. Understood?”

“Yes, Da!” they barked, and Sawsaw gave a nod of approval at my side.

“But I … ” Abby mumbled, and I glanced over to see Calli send her a small smile and a shrug that seemed to serve as enough of a response. Abby smiled at once and turned back to wave at her big brothers.

I could tell by the way their scowls softened that they were already as fond of her as we all were, and the little siren looked at her goblin-siblings like they were her very best friends and not at all the green little monsters they were. All five of them waved back in unison.

“This is Shitter, Canigo, Blink, and Timber,” I explained. “The littlest guy hasn’t chosen his name just yet, but it’d be cool if everyone could work together and avoid saying anything too filthy for the next couple weeks until he does.”

Sawsaw shrugged noncommittally.

“Why don’t you boys find something nice as a welcome to the family present for your sister?” I ordered, and they all nodded before running toward the fields behind the house.

“Abby goes, too?” Sawsaw said.

“That’s so sweet, Sawsaw,” Calli replied, “but young sirens cannot use their legs on land until they’re a week old.”

“Sawsaw,” he said with a curt nod. “Abby stays.”

“Abby stays,” the little siren giggled in agreement, and then she flipped her fin to send water splashing up into her big brother’s face.

The musical laughter of her and her mother filled the air, and while Nika joined them with a happy clap of her hands, I could tell Sawsaw and I were both having a moment. We wanted to laugh, too, but all we could do was realize we loved the two so much we couldn’t really control the muscles in our faces anymore.

At least, that’s where I was at.

Finally, Sawsaw managed to wipe the water from his cheeks and place a gentle hand on my shoulder.

“Holy shit,” he said with a solemn nod. “Treasure.”

“Damn straight, buddy.”

The next week went by in a haze, and I spent a lot of it running into things I didn’t notice were right in front of me. I smiled a hell of a lot, checked in at the pond about seventy times a day, and forgot to feed all of the livestock two days in a row.

Nika was also completely smitten with Calli’s daughter, and she made seven different outfits for the girl to be sure she was ready to walk on land the moment she was a week old. They were mostly sundresses made of soft cotton in sunny colors that I’d brought from town ages ago, but Nika also fashioned a few pairs of pants just like my camo utility pants and little goblin-green t-shirts to match.

Abby and Calli were inseparable in that first week, except for in the afternoon between first and second lunch when Nika would join the little girl in the pond so her mother and I could fuck like bunnies in a spring rut.

Calli rolled with me all around the pastures, the barn, the bank of the river further downstream, and of course in our bed when the boys were busy. She was completely insatiable, and Nika made not a single complaint about how many times the siren stole me away to make love over the next week. Whenever Calli’s blue eyes weren’t glittering and admiring our little girl, she was hungrily watching me go about my work, or blatantly staring at my crotch while she bit at her bottom lip.

I lost track of how many times she outright begged me to put another baby in her belly, but the time when she showed up buck naked in the barn was probably my favorite. Even the laziest sheep cleared out of there once the walls started rattling.

It also could have been the woman’s shrieks insisting I go deeper, too.

Either way, my beautiful siren assured me she was pregnant again by the time Abby took her first steps on land, and I was only half-terrified of the idea of having another daughter as adorable as this one in another ten months.

Without her little tailfin, the girl already stood as tall as a six-year-old and seemed as intelligent as one, if not more. She’d decided all my fretting was my way of saying I love you, which was really stinking cute, except she also used this as an excuse to ignore my warnings. She’d just giggle and nod and say, “I love you, too,” before picking up my ten-pound axe and swinging it around like it was the most fun she’d ever had and not at all dangerous.

I cringed, smiled, hovered, and mostly let her do whatever the hell she wanted, which wasn’t my usual protocol with my kids, but I honestly couldn’t help it.

Abby also loved chasing after her goblin-brothers, but Sawsaw refused to wrestle with any of the other goblins while Abby was around, in case she got caught up in the tussle and got hurt. He followed along with her as she picked spring flowers in the field, and while the little siren babbled about everything under the suns, my eldest son studiously scanned the surrounding land and nodded his agreement at everything she said.

Sawsaw seemed to have become a full-grown goblin overnight the day Abby was born. He still spoke in broken phrases like a child, but he worked hard to stay focused on his tasks around the farm and began waking up at the same time as me to help in the fields. Then he’d join Abby the moment she wanted to explore some more, and he was basically her watch dog and best friend all in one.

Nika and Calli were beyond proud of him and his brothers for the way they looked after the little girl, but we all noticed after a few days of observing from the front porch that Abby didn’t seem to need much looking after.

She never tripped or got into a pinch, she could swim like a champ, outclimb anyone, and clearly knew her deadly brothers would do anything she asked of them. Abby was an absolute angel, though, and she never took advantage of the fact she had us all wrapped around her finger.

Except me, of course.

My daughter learned early on I couldn’t say the word ‘no’ to her, and she used this to her advantage when it came to my weapons and treasure trove. I often found her covered to her elbows in stacked gold and silver bracelets that inevitably ended up scattered all over the farm when she forgot about them, but it didn’t really matter because I had so much loot I could live like a king for another forty years here.

The arrival of Abby also lit a fire under my ass like nothing else to make our fortress completely impenetrable, and I decided a trench around the perimeter would be the first step in achieving this.

We’d only had a couple troops of goblin scouts come lurking in the night since our adventure to steal Nika’s father’s loot, but I wasn’t going to let that slide for much longer. My goblin sons relished in what they called “sneakies,” when I let them creep out beyond our gates to sneak up and murder our foes. They were all incredibly talented at this, especially with Sawsaw’s knowledgeable leadership, but now that Aberdeen was sleeping in the pond with her mother at night, I was drawing the fucking line.

It had been over ten months since our run-in with Nika’s father, and I didn’t put it past the goblin king to hold a grudge about it. Nika brushed off my concerns by saying smaller troops were not a concern at all to a man like me, but I knew smaller scouting troops usually meant a larger attack was on the way. So, I made my goblin sons help me out on the new project whenever I wasn’t doting on my daughter and her mothers.

Within the first two days, the entire eastern wall was fortified with a trench ten feet deep and ten feet wide, and we’d just finished the northern wall when Calli’s song rose up from the river.

“Calli,” Sawsaw announced as he swiped at his brow and tossed his shovel down.

I nodded my agreement and strained to pull myself up out of the trench despite the fiery pain in my lower back. Stooping and shoveling for sixteen hours a day had my shoulders feeling like they were ready to fall right off, but my goblin sons quickly hunkered down so I could step on their backs and climb out more easily.

“Thanks, boys,” I chuckled as I heaved myself up. “You’re doing a great job on this project. Why don’t you grab some grub from your mom while I see what Calli needs?”

“Yes, Da!” they barked obediently, and Sawsaw led his troop of brothers toward the gate of the fortress in an orderly fashion.

I was so proud as I watched the little green guys march away in step, and the thought of having another dozen just like them made me realize why Nika was in love with the idea.

My goblin kids were unfailingly scary and complete savages when they rough-housed, but they also admired Sawsaw and me so much that leading them had gotten to be like clockwork once the third son was born. The second it was time to work, they fell into step with Sawsaw and followed his orders better than my own squadron had.

I was brimming with pride when I joined Calli and Abby at their pond, and the two sirens applauded the sweaty goblins and assured them they were the most impressive goblins in all the land.

“What can I do for you?” I chuckled.

“Abby has reached an important milestone in her young life,” Calliope announced. “She wishes to share her first song with you.”

I stared. “You already have a song?”

“Mm-hmm!” Abby giggled. “I have been working on it all week, do you want to hear it, Daddy?”

“Of course I do, sweetie,” I said, and I dropped to my ass in the grass like a well-trained dog. “Let’s hear your song.”

Abby sent her mother a sparkling smile, and then she closed her big brown eyes and took a deep breath.

When she began to sing, the clucking of the chickens in the yard silenced at once, and I could have sworn even the current in the river slowed its pace to listen in. Her voice was like tinkling bells and violins, and she sang in a language I didn’t recognize. Whatever the words were, they struck a chord in my heart that made me feel like I was floating ten feet off the ground. My muscles began to unknot themselves completely, and it was like I’d spent the last few days at the most luxurious spa rather than sweating and busting my back on the trench. I couldn’t tell if it was the magic of her siren song, or if I was just that doped up on love and adoration for my little girl, but I didn’t care.

Calliope cried silent tears as she listened and rested her head on my knee, and I heard Nika give a happy sigh when she knelt and leaned her cheek against my shoulder. I didn’t know how long we all sat there in a daze, but eventually, Abby’s voice rang out with a final note.

Her big brown eyes popped open and looked at me hopefully, and there were a few beats of silence while the world around us gradually got back up to speed. The chickens began clucking again, the river ran at a more natural pace, and the bugs were finally buzzing once more, too. Then Abby’s goblin-brothers broke out in raucous cheers from the porch, and they were so amped up, Shitter accidentally broke one of the posts on the porch.

I knew exactly how he felt, though, because I suddenly had a rush of exhilaration and energy like I’d never experienced before. Calliope’s song in the underdark had given me mad strength the day we robbed the goblin king, but this was something entirely different. It was Red Bull meets methamphetamines with a dash of immortality on top.

“That was incredible,” I told the little siren breathlessly. “You have such an amazing song!”

“It’s more powerful than any of my first songs were,” Calli said with a happy nod. “Mine could only make guppies swim in little circles until they were dizzy, but her tone is clear and her will is very strong. She clearly takes after her father.”

“I don’t sing,” I laughed.

“But you are the strongest and most impressive man in the world,” Calli countered. “Abby is the strongest and most impressive siren baby, so she is just like her father.”

As honored as I was by the statement, I really couldn’t take as much credit as the beautiful siren wanted to give me. I was about to disagree, but then I saw how my daughter glowed at her mother’s praise, and she smiled up at me from her pond like she’d just been crowned the queen of the cosmos, so I decided to leave it alone.

“I love you, too,” Abby giggled when I could only smile back and blink away a few stubborn tears. Then I cleared my throat and nodded, which only made my daughter giggle all the more, and Nika made a strange little squeaking noise as her fingers flew to her trembling lip.

“I will make a daughter for you, Ken Jewell,” my goblin wife announced. “You make the most wonderful daughters, and Abby deserves a most wonderful goblin-sister.”

“I thought you said this would be another son?” I asked as I eyed her belly that looked ready to burst any day.

Nika waved a jade hand to dismiss the notion. “The very next one after this will be a girl.”

“Daddy, will you make sure I have a sister soon?” Abby asked with puppy dog eyes. “I really want a pretty sister to play dress up and sing songs with, please?”

“Absolutely.”

“Yay!” she giggled.

By this point, I was so overwhelmed by the three ladies’ loving smiles, I needed to find something super masculine to do as soon as possible before I broke down and cried in earnest. I hadn’t felt so emotionally raw since I was five years old and realized Little Foot’s mother wasn’t going to be waiting for him in the Great Valley.

Apparently, having a siren-daughter was turning my life inside out and coloring it pink and purple with heart stickers all over the damn place, and I was torn between this weirdly cute mindset and a raging determination to murder anyone who set foot within a mile radius of my home.

“I’m gonna get back to work,” I announced with a gruff cough. “You ladies enjoy your afternoon. Boys! Let’s get to it! That trench isn’t gonna dig itself, and we have some pretty ladies to protect.”

“Bye bye, daddy!” Abby called.

“Bye bye, sweetie,” I cooed back. “You keep practicing your singing, baby girl. I’m so proud of you!”

Then I turned to lead Sawsaw and the troops back through the gate, and there was a collective energy radiating from all of us that I could tell had distinctly protective undertones.

“I want the trench done within the day, boys,” I informed them. “Even if we have to tear our fingernails off in the process, this fortress will be impenetrable by next Tuesday.”

“Yes, Da!” they barked.

My goblin sons got straight to work on the eastern border of our land while I supervised for a bit to be sure their form was well in hand. The littlest guy mostly tapped his mini shovel around and grunted like he was trying really hard, and I realized he was keeping half an eye on Sawsaw and trying to imitate him. Sawsaw was the only one who was bringing the drive I had in mind for the project, and I was about to point this out when I heard Abby’s sweet song drifting on the wind once more.

My heart soared at the sound of it, and as the strange words seeped through my brain, the same indescribable rush of energy coursed into my veins.

I caught my shovel up and brushed a sweaty Shitter aside.

“Lemme show you how it’s done, son,” I said with a broad grin.

The next several hours were a blur of dirt and gravel, and the magic of my daughter’s song kept me barreling on down the eastern edge like a freight train while my goblin sons struggled to keep up. Sawsaw was amped again and hacking at the edges to widen the trench, and he kept his brothers flinging the rubble up and out. I was shocked when I looked up to find myself at the southern border of my land, and my muscles still didn’t ache beyond the level of a usual workout. I was sopping wet with sweat under the heat of the late afternoon suns, but my body wasn’t sending up any white flags. So, I shrugged and carried on tearing through the ground, and when the wooden shaft of my shovel finally snapped under the force of my pull, Shitter was more than happy to hand his over.

“Thanks, Shitter,” I grunted with a heavy blow to the dirt. “I think me and Sawsaw can take it from here. Why don’t you take your brothers to check the troughs? If they’re looking low, start hauling buckets up from the river, alright?”

“Shitter!” the young goblin growled, and he grabbed Timber by the scruff of his red hair to drag him off toward the barn with the other three goblins shoving each other close behind.

Abby had stopped singing hours ago, but somehow, I could still feel the residual effects of her song pushing me onward. Calli had been right about how strong our daughter’s powers were, and I couldn’t help but imagine a thousand scenarios where Abby sang a single note and caused everyone’s ears within fifty yards to start spewing blood.

Maybe she could create a song that would stun every beast in the underdark for me while I raided all of their loot. Nika would be ecstatic, and it’d give me a chance to really get a lay of the land down there. I knew about five different routes around the place from the cave near the homestead, but there were many endless gaping chasms and eerily silent tunnels I was itching to explore. I wanted to rappel down that chasm I sent the werewolves into, as well. For all I knew, there was some secret under-underdark no one even dreamed would be down there.

Anything seemed possible to me after the craziness of my first months in this world, and I just indulged myself with the prospect of conquering the underdark as a surprise present for Nika.

Then chaos broke out in the barn.

The pigs were squealing, the hens were in a tizzy, and I recognized the telltale kick of Charlie’s hoof against a post.

“Ahh, shit,” I growled as I threw my shovel down and lunged to scramble out of the trench. “I forgot they were in their slaughter phase.”

Sawsaw let out a very hypocritical sigh of irritation. “Sawsaw gets Mom.”

“Yeah, get Nika,” I agreed, “and tell her I’m gonna keep those sons of hers locked in the outhouse all night if they keep this up. She said she talked to them about it last week and handled it all.”

The two of us ran the last few dozen feet to the gate of the homestead, and when Calli and Nika looked up from their picnic with Abby to see me running like a bat out of hell for the barn, I heard a collective gasp.

“Again?” Calli called out to me.

I didn’t have time to respond, though. I took a running leap over the pasture fence as three cows tore out of the barn in a panic, and they had blood splattered on their hooves.

“Those little bastards,” I growled and picked up my pace.

Then I came storming into the barn, and my five youngest sons all froze mid-bite. Two sheep were beheaded, and the pigs never stood a chance against the little guy and Timber. Blood and feathers covered the hay on the floor, and sprays of the stuff splattered up the walls like a bad slasher film. Shitter hacked up a bit of wool as he sent me a nervous wave, and I crossed my arms as I glowered at the massacre.

“That’s it,” I sighed. “All of you are on shit duty. You get every lump of that manure moved out of here and scattered in the eastern crops, or you’re not pulling sneakies for a week.”

Canigo gasped and dropped the pig leg from his bloody teeth.

“You heard me,” I scoffed. “Grab a shovel, you maniac, this kind of behavior isn’t gonna fly anymore. If I have to buy one more sow this month then that’s it, you’re all moving to the underdark, and I’m keeping Sawsaw here with me.”

All of my goblin sons broke out with furious grunts and growls while they raised bits of carcasses in their bloody fists, but I remained firm and shook my head.

I would never really exile them, they were my wonderfully filthy sons after all, and I hated to use their love for Sawsaw against them, but I was at my wits end this time. They had strict orders to tend the troughs, and the audacity of the little monsters to slaughter half my livestock instead was just going too far.

“Keep it up,” I said with a shrug as I dodged what looked like a kidney being hurled my way. “The longer you fling those entrails around, the longer you’re shoveling shit, and it’s a full moon tonight so I’m not against burning the midnight oil.”

“Gobs!” came an angry growl from the door of the barn.

Sawsaw looked ready to explode when he saw the carnage his brothers had caused, and his thorough disappointment finally got Canigo’s attention long enough to stop the onslaught. Nika’s stern pout from behind his shoulder was less intimidating, but it worked on the sons at least. Personally, I had to bite my cheek to keep from chuckling. She was ridiculously cute when she was angry.

“Gobs out!” Sawsaw ordered.

Everyone dropped their limbs at once and scuttled out into the field, and Nika trailed after Sawsaw while they joined me. My goblin wife let out a sad tsk at the sight of the mess, and she knocked a severed sheep head aside with the tip of her shoe.

“Sawsaw,” my son muttered with complete shame.

“Hey, don’t blame yourself,” I replied. “I’m the one who sent them on trough duty.”

“Gobs mine,” Sawsaw sighed. “Gobs bad.”

“Yeah, but they’re still in training, and they’re your first squadron,” I pointed out. “Rookie setbacks are gonna happen. The important thing is that you don’t let up.”

“You’re the very best goblin soldier in all the land,” Nika tried with a soft pat to his brawny arm. “Young goblins are not used to obeying orders, you know this. You will do much better when they grow up a little. You will see.”

Sawsaw nodded and sent his mother half a grin.

“You think you can get them cleaning all this up while I make a run to town?” I asked. “It really spooks the new livestock if I bring them into a bloody barn. Remember when Timber skinned that cow and decided to paint the walls?”

“Sawsaw,” my son said as he wrinkled his nose. “Gobs mine. Gobs work.”

“Good man,” I said as I dropped an arm around his shoulders. “Anything that’s too dirty to cook up, you can bury in the western field, but look out for the three stakes in the ground. I buried the last troop of goblin scouts out there, and they’re probably in the maggot stage. I don’t want the little guy getting too curious.”

“Sawsaw,” he replied with a nod.

Nika and I left Sawsaw to handle his brothers, and while we strolled hand in hand toward the house, I heard him barking orders to the others to be sure they didn’t think they were getting an extra snack out of the job. I had full faith in my eldest son that the mess would be long gone by the time I returned with more livestock. The unfortunate situation meant the last forty feet of trench would have to wait until tomorrow, but if I was still feeling as invincible as I’d been so far, I could finish it myself tonight while the others slept.

Nika assured me we would have the most well-behaved goblins from here on out, and while I let her smiles cheer me up, I knew that wasn’t gonna happen. The youngest of our sons was only a month and a half old, and with another little monster on the way, I was just going to have to find a long-term solution. The ride to Hamstead would give me plenty of time to think over the options.

“Do you still have the horse-hair wig?” I asked Nika. “I haven’t used that one in Hamstead yet.”

“I certainly do,” she said. “I will brush it out for you and pack some food to bring along. What will you be buying today?”

“Few more sheep, two pigs, flock of chickens, and a spare cow,” I sighed. “As usual. It’s getting hard to keep a low profile around here with me buying up the livestock every month. Plus, it looks like I don’t know shit about farming, which isn’t fair. I work my ass off out there.”

“You are such a wonderful provider,” Nika said as she stroked my bicep. “I will make sure our sons do not slander your reputation any further. A good goblin king does not worry about such things, though. You should disembowel every man who questions your abilities and leave their severed heads at the front gate as a warning to the rest.”

“That would probably go against the low-profile plan,” I pointed out. “No, I’ll just get the livestock and tell the guy I lost the others to a goblin-raid last night.”

“That is very smart, too,” Nika agreed with a smile. “You always know just what to say to those filthy humans. It is one of the many reasons I love you, Ken Jewel.”

“I love you, too, Nika.” I pulled the woman in for a kiss before she trotted off to the house, and Abby sprinted over, climbed straight up my arm like a spider monkey, and sat on my shoulders.

“Where are we going, Daddy?” she giggled.

“I’m going to town, but it’s not a safe idea for you to come along,” I told her. “The people in the village want to kill daddy, so--”

“You should kill them first,” Abby suggested with a bright smile.

“That’s a very smart idea,” I chuckled, “but for now, I’m going to pretend to be someone else and buy what we need without a fuss.”

“I’ll go with you, Daddy.”

“Sweetie, I really don’t think--” I tried, but then Calli strolled over.

“Nika told me Aberdeen will be joining you today so she can see the world that will one day be hers,” the siren informed me as she left a kiss on my cheek. “Be sure she doesn’t sing in the village, and here is a dead fish to bring along in case she gets hungry.”

“Uhh, I don’t think it’s going to be good to bring her to--”

“Nonsense,” Calli giggled in her musical voice. “You’ll just have to be careful she doesn’t kill any of the humans and … uhhh … how did you say it? ‘Blow our covers?’”

“I’m not worried about her killing any of the humans,” I said. “I’m more--”

“Perfect!” Calli sighed. “I’m so happy. Abby is really going to learn so much from you today about those terrible humans. It will be so much fun for her.”

“Uhhh, okay,” I chuckled, and within ten minutes, I was sitting in the cart with my little girl at my side.

“Anddddd flippy-flip-flip can you flip?” Abby sang as she plucked the eyes out of her dead snack to share them with the two dogs who followed along down the dusty road. Abby sang quietly all the way to Hamstead, and after listening for a while with a hazy smile, I glanced down to see Snow and White Paw doing backflips every few paces.

“What the hell?” I gasped.

Abby giggled and changed the tone of her song, and then the two dogs gave three yips in unison before doing what I could only describe as a doggy pirouette.

“Is this a new song, too?” I laughed.

“Yep!” Abby replied. “The puppies love me, so I love them, and I made them their own song.”

“That’s very sweet of you,” I told her.

“Yes, it is.”

By the time we came to the outskirts of Hamstead, White Paw learned to do a walking handstand while Snow ran flashy circles around him, but we finally reigned in the circus tricks before entering the village.

“Wooow, Daddy!” Abby’s brown eyes popped right out of her head as she gaped at the goings on in the bustling town.

“Yeah,” I said. “This is your first trip to town, so you have to be careful and--”

“Hellllloooooo human!” the beautiful little girl called out as she waved to a man walking by with a sack of flour.

The man looked confused for a second, and then he adjusted his bag so he could wave back at her.

“Abby,” I whispered, “try not to call them… uhhhh… humans, since you look human, and they don’t know you are--”

“I’m a siren!” Abby sang out as she waved to two women wearing fancy dresses who walked past us. “This is my daddy. He is going to rule the world!”

“Abby!” I hissed again as my heart sank in my chest.

“You have pretty dresses, human women!” Abby shouted to the women as she gestured to her own clothing. “Do you like my dress?”

“Oh, yes, sweetie!” one of the women called out, and then they both turned to me and blushed as they stopped walking.

“That’s a beautiful daughter you have, sir,” one of the women said.

“You are pretty as well, human!” Abby laughed. “I still want to murder--”

“Ohhhhkkkkkaayyyyy,” I blurted out as I put my hand over Abby’s mouth, and then I turned to the women and cleared my throat. “Sorry, she’s a little excited about being in town for the first time.

“Awwww,” both of the women cooed, and then they gave us both waves before they continued down the street.

“Okay, sweetie,” I whispered as I slowly pulled my fingers from Abby’s mouth. “You can wave, and laugh, and be nice, but no calling them humans or saying you want to murder any of them.”

“I understand,” Abby sighed as she stuck out her bottom lip.

“It will still be fun,” I snickered. “Just uhhhh… remember we are pretending to be humans. It’s a game, alright? Just see if you can pretend.”

“Ohhhhh,” Abby gasped as her brown eyes got bigger. “This sounds fun, thanks, Daddy!”

We continued down the road, and Abby waved enthusiastically to every passerby. I should have known she’d draw attention, but I was surprised to see this was actually a good thing. As we rolled through the streets, I got more than a dozen impressed giggles from the ladies of the town, and several men handed up their pastries and trinkets just because she pointed at them, smiled, and giggled.

The whole ordeal meant no one was looking to question who I was, and we decided to leave Charlie and the cart for a bit so Abby could look through the shops. She bounced from one window to the next in her lavender sundress, and I followed after with my arms already full of parcels filled with dresses, shoes, and other clothes for my women that Abby had asked me to buy.

I just couldn’t say no to my sweet little daughter.

Then the little siren gasped in awe and bounded over to a storefront with glittering vials of rainbow-colored liquids lining the shelves. It looked like an alchemy shop, and I was about to point out I had no more room in my arms to buy her things when my eye caught on a sign.

It said “ground sulfur” on it, and as I squinted into the dim window to get a look at the inner shelving, I saw another sign that read “saltpeter.”

“Sweetie,” I said as my heart began to pound with excitement, “Daddy needs to buy something real quick.”
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Chapter 3

“What can I do for you, sir?” the shopkeeper asked.

She was an older woman who stood with a hunch so pronounced I wasn’t sure she was capable of craning her neck up at my face, and her gray hair looked more like a wad of steel wool that had been wrestled into a bun on top of her head. She kept her pale hazel eyes on Abby while she spoke, and even beneath her many wrinkles, I could tell she wore a dimpled smile.

“Good afternoon, miss,” I said as I struggled to pile all of Abby’s parcels on the counter without them scattering. “I noticed you have ground sulfur in the window. I was wondering how much you charge for a couple pounds worth.”

“Miss, is it?” the old lady giggled. “Well, then, I’d say you could have it for two silver, young man.”

“I insist on paying full price,” I told her despite Abby’s sweet smile of approval.

The old woman clucked to herself and shifted so she could try and look me in the eye.

“Handsome and insistent,” she chuckled. “If I were thirty years younger, we’d be married yesterday.”

“My daddy already has two wives,” Abby informed the woman, “but we’d love to bring you to our ho--”

“That’s enough of that.” I cleared my throat, and the shopkeeper blushed lightly. “My apologies, miss.”

“No apology needed,” she said with a nod. “I had two husbands when I was in my prime. Both strapping like yourself, although they weren’t half so handsome. S’pose you’ve got the worms, then?”

“Pardon?”

“The sulfur,” the shopkeeper said with a wink. “S’pose you’ve got the worms, needing so much and all. Happens to the best of us.”

“Oh… yes,” I replied. “A couple of my sons are having some intestinal issues, actually.”

I’d forgotten sulfur was once used by medieval healers to combat worms and other digestive ailments, and I decided it’d be best if the little shopkeeper thought of me as just another local looking for a few remedies. If her stock turned out to be as useful as I hoped, I would likely end up a regular customer, and I wanted to be on sturdy footing with the kind woman.

“It’s always the boys, isn’t it?” the old woman sighed. “My first son spent years on and off with the stuff, but then the healer suggested we use quicksilver, and that put an end to it.”

I furrowed my brow. “Quicksilver… as a remedy?”

“Yes, sir,” she said, and she hobbled her way to her store closet as she spoke over her shoulder. “Healer Carsel swears by quicksilver, but I couldn’t tell you if it did the trick or not. We lost the boy within a month of beginning the treatment, unfortunately.”

I swallowed hard and worked to bite my tongue. The woman spoke so casually about the ordeal that I didn’t want to add any guilt to her conscience, but I’d also heard of quicksilver being used by ancient healers before. It was more commonly known as mercury in my world, though, and it probably killed the poor woman’s kid.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I told the shopkeeper, and she peered around the edge of her storeroom door with soft eyes and half a smile.

“Thank you kindly, young man,” she said. “I certainly appreciate the sentiment. He was a good, honest boy. What did you say your name was?”

“I didn’t,” I replied. “The name’s Frankenstein. Dr. Frankenstein. I’m an animal healer from Buckshire.”

“Ahh, I should have known,” she chuckled. “You have such a gentleness about you, doctor.”

I grinned and bowed slightly to the woman to show my appreciation, and she blushed once more as she brought a burlap sack over to the counter.

“That’ll be five silver, at your insistence,” she said with a wink toward Abby. “Anything else I can do for you?”

“I was wondering about this sign you have here,” I replied. “The one that says saltpeter. Is this a calcium-based mixture, or potassium?”

The old woman raised her crinkled eyebrows with an impressed smirk.

“Well, well, Dr. Frankenstein,” she said, “now I know you’ve got your head on straight. A few younger healers around here assume it’s calcium like all the rest, but I’ve got my own sources. Took me five years to locate an adequate cave, but I’ve managed to keep a consistent stock of pure potassium nitrate ever since. Very rare in these parts, and not so well understood as the other. What did you have in mind?”

I tried to rein in the grin on my face as I strolled over to look more closely at the little dish of saltpeter on the shelf. If the woman had truly found a natural store of potassium nitrate, then I was definitely going to be a regular customer. I’d have to test the effects first, but given her admittance that the term usually applied to a calcium-based component in a world with her level of technology, I figured it was a safe bet she’d found what she claimed.

“I work a lot of timber in my downtime,” I told her, “but I want to clear the stumps away to give my livestock more grazing space.”

“Saltpeter’s what you’ll want, then,” she agreed. “I recommend a tablespoon just at the heart of the wood. Give it a week to decompose, depending on the size of the stump.”

“Excellent,” I replied, and I turned back to the counter. “How much for two pounds?”

“Twenty silver,” she said, but she sent me an apologetic look. “I’m afraid the distance to the cave makes it difficult for me to gather as much as I sell, so the price is a bit--”

“I’ll give you double,” I interrupted, and I dug a pouch of coins from my pocket.

“Dr. Frankenstein, that’s not necessary,” she said as her eyes widened in shock. “I didn’t mean to--”

“Nonsense,” I chuckled. “You have an impressive shop here, much more useful to me than the one down in Buckshire. I certainly don’t mind making the trip north to buy from you, so I would rather know you are well stocked when I get here. Forty silver will do just fine, as long as you make sure you get more for next time.”

“Th-thank you, doctor,” the woman stammered. “That’s very good of you. I knew you were a kind man the moment I laid eyes on you, and with such a darling little girl, too.”

“He’s the strongest and most impressive daddy in the world,” Abby informed the woman.

“I’m sure he is, love,” the old lady giggled. “I certainly hope to see you again soon. My name is Elvira, and I’m here at the shop every day except Sunday. That’s when I’m off at the Duke’s castle looking after his dear wife’s garden.”

“Is she interested in alchemy?” I asked while I counted out my coins on the countertop.

“Afraid not,” Elvira sighed. “Only inept, but they pay me well for my time.”

“I should hope so,” I replied, but then there was a loud clanging of a bell in the streets, and we all turned to see the villagers gathering around a friar for the announcement. My gut clenched as I realized the cart was at least a ten-minute walk from here, and I hoped no one had guessed my identity while I took Abby through the town. I probably should have left the village half an hour ago, but it was too late to kick myself over it now.

“Have a wonderful evening,” I told Elvira with a dip of my head. “We’ll be back again.”

“You as well, Dr. Frankenstein,” the old woman called. “Mind you don’t leave that saltpeter out in the weather! It looks like rain today.”

I couldn’t imagine what she was thinking given there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, but I thanked the shopkeeper all the same as I gathered my many parcels from the countertop and dropped a third of them on Abby’s head. The little blonde girl giggled and crawled around to help clean up the mess, and we managed to make it out into the streets without knocking over any glittering vials on the shelves.

Men and women were grouped together in the street, and the man who had rang the bell was already hollering his news for all to hear.

“Crazy Ken!” I heard the man shout, and I took Abby’s hand and turned her down the road toward the cart.

“Daddy, isn’t your name Ken?” the little girl asked. “I want to hear them talk about you.”

“Okay,” I sighed. “Just don’t say anything. Remember, they can’t know who I am.”

“Crazy Ken the killer has struck again!” the friar bellowed. “Seven bounty hunters sent out by the Duke himself have been missing for over a week! Word arrived from Buckshire of the disappearance of another three! Crazy Ken is at large, and the King has issued a new order: Dead or Alive, six hundred gold to any man who can capture the fiend! Burnt corpses will be accepted, but if the body is unidentifiable, payment will be withheld until it is confirmed the killings have stopped! Again, dead or alive, six hundred gold to any man who captures Crazy Ken… ”

The crowd was eagerly discussing the prospect of my bounty, and several men raised their pitchforks to angrily swear they’d be the one to see the deed done. Women fanned themselves and anxiously looked around them like Crazy Ken could leap out of any shadow at any moment.

Then I felt the little hand I held squeeze into a death grip, and I knew Abby must have been terrified hearing the villagers carrying on about burning her father alive. I looked down to give her a reassuring smile, but to my surprise, she wasn’t looking very terrified.

Abby’s brown eyes bored into mine with a ferocious intensity, and her usual smile was now a firm line of determination.

“I want to make those men suffer, daddy,” she told me in a low voice.

“Wh-what?”

“Those men are evil and stupid, and they want to hurt you,” she said. “I want to make them suffer. Can I?”

I blinked and considered the fact that she actually looked very serious about this, and then I quickly glanced around to be sure no one heard my daughter’s deadly statement.

“Umm… not today, sweetie,” I muttered as I steered her down the street. “Let’s just get back home and talk to your mother, alright?”

“Okay, Daddy.” Abby shrugged and skipped ahead of me down the street as we hustled back to the cart, and I dumped all her parcels in the back along with the powdered sulfur and saltpeter. Within five minutes, we were already tying the new livestock up to the cart, and by the time we turned Charlie back toward the edge of town, word of my new bounty seemed to have spread to every shopkeeper in the village.

A group of about thirty men were gathered outside the pub, and they were discussing their plans to spread out in groups and cover every inch of land between here and Buckshire by next week.

I ground my jaw at the prospect, and I eyed little Abby, who was cuddling with a new hen in the cart behind me.

I didn’t know when burning me alive had come to the table with these people, but their anger was palpable in the air as I tried to get the livestock going a bit quicker. I imagined some sort of Salem Witch stake scenario was what they had in mind, and I didn’t doubt my entire family would be added to the bonfire if they were discovered along with me.

The notion made me realize I had a hell of a lot of work ahead of me, since the majority of the walls surrounding my fortress were made of wood. I’d worked with what I had at the time, but if the villagers were really getting arson-minded, then there was no denying I was suddenly ill-equipped to fend off an attack.

Not to mention, the idea of the villagers using my own hard-earned timber to tie me up and burn me to death was fucking rude.

So, I spent the long ride back to the homestead mulling over my options while Abby sang to the animals and got the cows harmonizing with her in moos. The sulfur and saltpeter were a solid investment from the start, but now they were practically a godsend. If I could get the proper mixture together with a bit of charcoal, I could build enough explosives to fend off the villagers while I worked on a more fire-resistant solution. The aftermath would definitely draw a lot of attention, though, which meant my location would be known all throughout Hamstead and Buckshire, and we’d never live another day in peace on our farm.

I could scour the river for more river rock and begin working more exclusively with stone, but there was no way I’d find enough to replace the entire line of fortification. Maybe I could find more supplies in the underdark, or test out the uses of those massive crystals to see if they could withstand bludgeoning by axes and pitchforks? I dropped a spent cluster of crystals in the kitchen once, and it shattered into a fine dust on impact, but the ones that still glowed seemed to only splinter into shards when they broke. Unfortunately, it would be a hell of a lot of work uprooting the crystals and transferring them to the surface world, and I wasn’t sure they would remain as effective once their glow died off.

I was still brooding over the threat when we drew closer to the gate of the homestead, and Calli swam happily alongside us while Abby told her every single detail about her first trip to the village.

“I love my new town,” Abby decided. “I will keep the shops when we take over Hamstead, but I don’t want any of the ugly men allowed in it. They are all stupid and evil, and I will kill them first. The women are mostly okay. I like the ones with the pretty dresses. I should still kill some of them, though, just so they know the taste of fear under my daddy’s rule. Then I will help Elvira make pretty colored water all day long.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Calli said with a smile. “I’m so glad you had fun!”

“And I brought you and Nika all sorts of presents I made Daddy buy,” Abby informed her mother.

“It’s true,” I laughed. “She’s just too cute. I couldn’t say no.”

“That’s because you are the best daddy,” Abby giggled as she smiled at me. “I love you so much for taking care of me and mommy and Nika and Sawsaw and Shitter and-- Oh! But let me show them all the presents!”

Abby reached for some of the packages, and I smirked and climbed down to start unloading the cart. I tried to figure out what amongst the many pastel colored packages could possibly be meant for her goblin-brothers, but then Nika called to me from the porch with a wave of her hand, and I noticed a fresh bundle in her arms with a tuft of red hair.

“Holy shit,” I chuckled. “Another one?”

“Yes, Ken Jewell,” she replied with a giddy bounce. “Another son has been born to serve our cause and destroy our enemies. Aren’t you so proud? I’m so proud.”

“Very proud,” I assured her, and I came over to pull the beautiful goblin in for a kiss. It never ceased to amaze me how easily Nika approached childbirth and the prospect of building our army of goblin children, but it always brought a deep green glow to her cheeks and a sparkle to her emerald eyes when I praised her for it.

“Come inside and tell me everything about Abby’s first trip to the village,” Nika murmured against my lips. “I want to know what she thought, and if you are ready to conquer the town, yet. I feel like you would like ruling a town. We are well prepared for it, yes?”

“Not exactly,” I sighed. “I actually wanted to talk with you and Calli for a minute about something that came up while we were in Hamstead.”

Nika nodded. “Of course, Ken Jewell, anything you need.”

It seemed best to leave the livestock moseying around the front yard for now since the goblins hadn’t returned from the barn yet, and Abby was happy to tear through her parcels in the grass with the dogs snuffling around the contents.

I led my wives and new baby into the house to find another gargantuan meal waiting for me, and after I drank down a mug of ale and started on my leg of lamb, I finally sighed and looked up at my two beautiful women.

“The king’s upped my bounty again,” I told them soberly.

“How wonderful!” Nika gasped with delight. “You are worth so very much more than their silly three-hundred gold. I am glad they have realized the threat you pose to their way of life.”

“Yeah, I guess,” I chuckled, “but I think the villagers are taking things more seriously now that we killed those seven bounty hunters.”

“Which ones?” Calli asked.

“Remember a couple weeks ago when Sawsaw ate that guy’s brain and puked it out onto the other guy’s face while Shitter held him down?”

“Oh, yes!” Calli recalled with a nod. “The screamers. They were funny.”

“That’s the group,” I sighed as I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Apparently, they were the Duke’s personal crew, and he’s gone to the king about their disappearance. Buckshire is sending word of their own losses to Hamstead as well, and now there’s a group of at least thirty men banding together to sweep every inch of the county from one village to the other, which means we’re potentially fucked.”

“But we are very good at killing men,” Nika pointed out. “It is one of our best talents. We will show them our strength and place their heads upon the gate to--”

“Unless there’s no gate left,” I interrupted. “They’re talking about burning me alive, Nika. The whole basis of our defenses relies upon a wooden barrier. If they show up here with torches blazing… ”

“Fire and wood do not go well together,” Calli sighed.

“No, they don’t,” I agreed. “So, I need to figure out how to get enough stone to rebuild the whole perimeter before those villagers make it this far south. I thought about bringing some of the larger crystals up from the underdark to help fill in some of the space, but I’m not sure they’ll withstand much force once they fade.”

“And they will keep the animals from sleeping,” Nika pointed out. “I do not like the taste of the pigs when they don’t sleep at all. It tastes like fear, and I hate fear.”

“That’s a good point,” I muttered. “The animals won’t have a minute of peace with the giant crystals around.”

“Don’t worry, Ken,” Calli said as she reached across the table to squeeze my hand. “We’ll find enough stone. I’ll take Abby down the river to see what there is to the south, and then we will ask Sawsaw to have his troop gather all of the stone we find for you.”

“I’m worried that won’t be enough,” I admitted. “River rock just isn’t stout enough. I need an endless supply of stone, and fast.”

“Yes, fast is best,” Nika agreed. “The blood feud with my father will be coming to a head very soon.”

I lowered my fork and blinked. “What blood feud?”

“The only blood feud there is, silly,” Nika giggled, and she patted down the tuft of red hair on our newest son’s head with a loving sigh. “Goblins do not allow anyone to steal their loot and get away with it. My father must murder you to show his strength and steal back the loot you have stolen. The war will begin soon.”

“Nika… ” I said as I tried to sound not at all furious, “I thought you said the recent goblin raids weren’t anything to worry about.”

“Not the little ones, those were nothing,” she informed me as she wiggled her eyebrows and smiled. “The last goblin raid had six goblins with them, though! Six is the number that shows the king is prepared to move ahead with his plans. The war will begin soon, and it will not end until one of you kills the other. I just know you will do wonderfully, Ken Jewell! Ohhhh, I cannot wait for you to slay my father and destroy his entire army. It will be very good for you, you will see.”

“How large is his army?” I asked as I tried to ignore how excited she seemed by the whole ‘kill her father’s tribe’ prediction.

“I don’t know.” Nika shrugged. “You said you killed some of them when I told you to steal the loot from him, but there were about one thousand goblins in his ranks before that. Do you think you killed that many?”

“No,” I said as my gut dropped. “I definitely didn’t even scratch the surface.”

“Then it will be a massive and bloody war!” Nika laughed as she bounced our new baby. “This will be so much fun! I hope I can watch.”

“This does sound fun,” Calli agreed, and the siren sent me a warm and supportive smile. “Ken, you will destroy your first army in the name of Clan Jewell. You must be very excited. Should we all make love to celebrate?”

“Oh, yes!” Nika exclaimed. “Let’s enjoy each other’s bodies and discuss the many ways you will torture my father’s soldiers once he is slain.”

“I, uhhhh, need to think about this,” I said, and it felt like the synapses in my brain were misfiring. “I’m sorry to be the negative one, but this is a huge problem.”

“A huge and fun problem,” Nika scoffed.

“Kind of,” I managed as I stood up to refill my mug. “An army of one thousand goblins plus at least thirty humans all descending on our homestead isn’t exactly good news, Nika.”

“But it is the perfect opportunity to prove you fully intend to conquer this world,” Calli pointed out. “Once we kill everyone, word will reach the king, and he will know he has no choice but to attack with his own army. Then we will kill all of them, too.”

“And slay the human king before we raid the villages to ensure all of his filthy supporters die for our cause,” Nika added with a happy nod.

“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled through my ale. “Why don’t we focus on one thing at a time, though, yeah? The villagers want me dead as soon as possible, so that’s number one. When do you expect your father’s army to move out?”

“Oh… probably within the next week or so, but I hope I am pregnant again before that,” Nika replied with a wistful smile.

I tore off a chunk of fresh bread and sponged up some lamb juices from my plate while I worked to remain calm. Once I finished a few sobering bites, I nodded, stood up, and left a kiss on both of my wives’ cheeks.

“I’m gonna be working on the trench,” I informed them. “Let me think this over for a bit.”
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Chapter 4

I finished the last stretch of the trench to an inner chorus of “fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck” while the first sun set on the horizon.

It would still be several hours before the second sun set, and I was determined to finish the work and then begin on the drawbridge at the gate before dark. Then I’d work through the evening to ensure I came up with some sort of a game plan I could stand behind.

I wasn’t going to let my family come to harm.

I’d kind of expected a larger goblin attack sometime in the future, so I really shouldn’t have been surprised about the blood feud with Nika’s father, but I’d been thinking along the lines of fifty goblins, and maybe in a couple of months.

An army one-thousand strong in a week’s time was an issue, to say the least.

The new baby goblin would be old enough to do some damage by then, but that still only left me with seven goblin-sons, a goblin woman, and two sirens for my “army.” There was no way I would send Abby into a battle of that magnitude at her age, and as far as I knew, she didn’t have any lethal songs yet. She could get the goblins doing backflips for us while my sons took the offensive, but as much as I admired their zeal, I knew they couldn’t tear the faces off one thousand goblins fast enough.

If Nika, Calli, and I got enough spears made, we could probably take down about fifty, and if I used my M17, I could handle another thirty or so. That would mean burning through all of my ammunition, though, which I really didn’t want to do. I’d only been in this world for less than a year, and with Nika’s plans to conquer it, I wanted to make my bullets last as long as possible rather than spend them all on a blood feud with the goblin king.

I could still rely on the bombs I wanted to try building, but the risk of the explosions giving away our position was too high for this idea to settle my nerves at all.

No, I needed a solid and stealthy solution, and I needed a fuck ton of stone to slow everyone down.

The prospect didn’t seem entirely hopeless, at least. I’d seen the duke’s castle in Hamstead, and it was fully constructed from what looked like granite. Most of the village was made up of stone huts as well, so it seemed logical that someone must have access to a nearby quarry.

I just needed to locate it without anyone realizing. If I could raid a stone quarry in the night with my goblin-sons, we could haul enough with a few trips to fortify the homestead entirely. Then the threat of the villagers would be handled. We could pick them off easily if they really planned to spread out while my sons worked in pairs to hunt down their campsites and murder the majority of them. Those who slipped by wouldn’t be able to burn their way into the fortress, and my wives and I could kill the last of them off from the battlements.

A stone barrier and trench would also give us some advantage over the goblin army, but they would be sneaky as well, so I didn’t really know how to take them all out besides making some explosions, but then I ended up back at the problem of making sure no one knew where my homestead was.

Ugh. This was quite a pickle, but I knew I could solve it by focusing on one problem at a time.

I needed to track down a stone quarry, and by the time I finished the last of the trench, I had a vague idea of how to go about it.

The old farmer Torrance had proven himself to be a kind-hearted man despite his shock and fear of my power. He’d been the first person I met after falling through the portal in Syria, and his hospitality led me to discover my ability to bond with monsters. If Torrance had never taken me in and insisted I visit Granhelga, I might never have fallen in love with Nika and Calli, and my weird and awesome family wouldn’t even exist. In a way, I owed Torrance for my happiness, and I worried his involvement with me had ensured the opposite for his own family.

I hadn’t seen Torrance since I ran into him in Buckshire ten months ago, but he spoke to me like a friend then despite his recent difficulties. At the time, I decided to avoid him from there on out since some of the villagers had taken to torturing the man to get information about me. I couldn’t take the risk for either of our sakes, but this was ages ago.

It was more than likely the villagers had left Torrance and his family alone by now, and if they had, I could possibly risk another meeting. The man mentioned his farm in Hamstead was burned down after my arrival and that he was forced to move south to Buckshire to try and find a peaceful place for his family. I knew the village of Buckshire wasn’t very large, and the surrounding fields were mostly open with only a few plots of trees dividing the farmland. If I could spend a day or two scouting the area, I could hopefully locate Torrance’s new farm.

It was a long shot, but if the man was willing to speak with me again, I had a better chance of finding out where the local stone quarry was and how I might go about raiding it as quickly as possible.

As I began hauling logs toward the gate to start construction on a drawbridge, I decided this was my best course of action given the growing threat of a large-scale attack, and I thought over what I might say to Torrance when I saw him again.

He was a gentle-hearted man with three children to care for, so we kind of had a lot in common these days. We were both farming and rearing a family. Sure, mine was admittedly a little odd compared to his two young sons and teenage daughter, but to each his own. I doubted Torrance’s boys ever slaughtered his livestock, and the chances of his daughter singing along to perfectly on pitch cow moos was slim to none. Still, Torrance was an honest, hardworking man who wanted the best for his family, and I was one and the same. Hopefully, that held as much merit in this world as it had in mine.

I was feeling a little more sure footed and was just laying out some lengths of Nika’s cording when my goblin sons shuffled around the side of the house with dried blood down their fronts. Sawsaw was holding himself a little higher now, so I assumed he’d gotten his troops in order, and he led them over to the edge of the trench between us.

“Gobs done,” Sawsaw informed me with a salute. “Barn done. Meat done.”

“Did you bury the waste?” I asked as I stretched a few knots out of my back.

“Waste done,” Sawsaw replied. “No maggots for little guy.”

“Good job,” I said with a grin. “I’m proud of you for sticking to your guns with this lot. I trust the rest of you have learned some important lessons from all of this?”

“Yes, Da!” they barked, and Shitter gave me a firm nod while he chewed his fingernails a bit to get the manure out from under them.

“That’s what I like to hear,” I replied. “Why don’t you boys toss a plank or two across the trench and join me out here? It looks like some clouds are moving in for rain, but we can work on the drawbridge until dinnertime.”

“Yes, Da!”

“Wait!” Abby called out as she sprinted across the grass. Her arms were filled with flowers, and she came to an eager stop beside Sawsaw. “I got you presents in town today, because I love my brothers.”

Then my daughter placed each of the flower crowns I’d assumed were for her on top of her goblin-brothers’ sweaty green heads. Sawsaw’s crown had the largest pink roses I’d ever seen on it, and little white bushels of baby’s breath were interspersed between the blooms.

“Perfect!” Abby giggled as she stepped back to admire their flowery scowls.

“Thanks, Abby,” Sawsaw said with a sheepish grin. “Sawsaw likes.”

Abby smiled even wider and bounced happily on her toes before she blew me a kiss, and then she skipped off to the house while she hummed yet another new song to herself.

I fought hard not to burst out laughing when my six burly sons turned my way with their flowery crowns.

“Lookin’ good, boys,” I snorted.

“Gobs fancy,” Sawsaw said with a shrug, and he turned to drag a spare plank over as if he didn’t look like a giant, green, fairy prince.

“Yeah, you are,” I said, and then I couldn’t help but laugh.

My sons all laughed along with me, and I couldn’t help but feel my heart grow a few sizes.

My life was good. My family was good. I just needed to protect them.

Once my fancy sons were with me outside the fortress, I had them pair off to help lay the hefty trunks alongside one another at the entrance. I’d already halved the trunks when I first felled them so they would have a flat side, and we left this facing upward to create a smooth surface for the bridge that the cart wouldn’t have trouble rolling over.

Then my sons began securing the planks together with Nika’s cording while I started constructing a windlass winch to raise and lower the bridge. I made Sawsaw double-check the goblins’ clove hitches as they worked to be sure nothing would shimmy loose with the raising and lowering of the bridge over time, and I was glad to see all but the youngest two were getting a good feel for the knots I’d been teaching them.

They were all set to become as dexterous as their mother with the cording, and while they secured the trunks at each end as well as the midway point for good measure, I sawed out some stout spokes for the winch from my pile of spare branches. The wetter sapling wood I had was just pliable enough to bend into a large and small circle, and once these were done, I moved on to mounting the spokes like dowels through the two circles until I had what looked like the large wheel of a pirate ship in hand.

By the time I finished forming two of these bad boys, the bridge was solid enough for all of my sons to jump up and down on without a single plank shifting, and we moved on to the rotating mechanism that would attach the bridge to the posts of the gate.

The posts were each fifteen feet high, three feet wide trunks I’d buried six feet into the ground when I first constructed the gate. They’d be able to support the weight of the bridge and mount the pulley-system perfectly, so I took some time to explain the function of a trunnion bearing to my sons before we began hollowing out the center of two slices of trunk about two feet thick. The shaft the bridge itself would mount to was going to be inserted through these pieces, and once they were secured into place, they would allow the shaft to pivot so the bridge could be raised and lowered once the winch system was rigged up.

Getting the stout trunk I was using for the shaft planed down enough to fit through these pieces took the most time, but before we lost our daylight, we jimmied them into place with the right amount of wiggle room to allow for full rotation. I had my sons tie the bridge to the shaft with double cording before we finally called it quits for the day, and Sawsaw praised his troops for their hard work.

He’d already forgiven them for the embarrassment they’d caused in the barn earlier that day, and I wasn’t too salty about it anymore, either. They more than made up for their savagery with hard work and determination, and I gave them a few scruffs on their flowery crowned heads as I sent them off toward the house to get some dinner.

“We’ll finish off the winch system in the morning,” I told Sawsaw as we secured the gate behind us. “I’ll need to find some decent sized boulders to counterbalance the weight of the bridge, too, but then it should be relatively easy for you and maybe even Shitter to raise and lower it on your own.”

“Sawsaw,” he agreed as he wiped his brow.

“Let’s see what your mom came up with for us,” I said as I clapped him on the shoulder.

We found Calli and Abby already waiting at one end of the table side by side, and Nika managed to get our sons seated without too many cups of fresh milk being knocked over. The moment I entered, she gave a little nod, and the goblins lurched their arms out to fill their plates with the steaming banquet Nika had provided.

It smelled so good I could have buried my face in the mashed potatoes right there, but I always tried to make a point of demonstrating some etiquette for the boys. While they crammed fistfuls of rolls and steamed carrots into their mouths, I gingerly picked around their limbs to fill my own plate as Nika giggled affectionately.

“You must have worked very, very hard today,” she guessed. “I am so proud of you all for helping your father, and for repairing the damage you brought to our barn today. I know tomorrow will be even better than today, and that none of you will cause a bit of trouble!”

Our goblin sons were too busy noshing to acknowledge their mother’s hopeful announcement, but I leaned over to give her a kiss of appreciation.

“Dinner looks fantastic,” I assured her, “and your sons really outdid themselves today.”

Nika sent me a glittering smile at the praise, and she reached over to stroke the claw marks that were healing up well on my cheek.

“Thank you for doing so much to ensure the protection of Clan Jewell,” she purred. “I know I cannot make love to you tonight because of the birth, but I would like to show you how much I care with my mouth, and I know Calli would not object to joining us.”

“Not at all!” Calli chimed in.

“Sounds like you ladies have the whole evening planned,” I chuckled. “I’d love to join you. I was going to work for another few hours, but the rain should start soon, and I think I’ve found a decent enough solution to our problem that I could stand to retire a bit early.”

“I knew you would think of something magnificent,” Nika sighed happily. “What will we do?”

“Well, I figure the duke and the villagers have built themselves some impressive stone structures, so there must be a quarry somewhere nearby,” I mumbled through my bite, and I spoke a bit loudly so my wives could hear me over the grunting and gnashing of my goblin-sons. “If I can locate the quarry, we can raid it in the evening, and depending on the distance to the homestead, we could probably get enough stone here before the first sun rises. Then I’ll get the boys to work with me building a stone barrier outside our wooden one. This way, we won’t lose any of our defense while we’re building a more adequate one. Once we finish the perimeter, I’ll start rebuilding portions of the house to make it stone as well, just in case.”

“We will finally have a castle?” Nika asked as her eyes went wide. “Oh, this is all going so well! It’s really a very good thing the villagers and the goblins are closing in, Ken Jewell. To think, we might never have thought to start on our very first castle otherwise.”

I smirked. “That’s a good way to look at things.”

Nika sent me an infectious smile that both Calli and Abby joined in on, and I decided to focus on the positives with them rather than the uneasy knot in my stomach.

Hypotheticals were not active solutions, and I wasn’t going to rest until I knew my family was safe.

Still, it was Nika’s faith in me that had brought me this far, and I always delivered for my family. If I had anything to say about it, a week from now would see me enthusiastically fucking my grateful goblin wife as she carried on about what a fantastic provider I was. Again.

“My only concern is I don’t know very much about masonry,” I admitted while Calli refilled my ale. “I’ve had a lot of training with utilizing wood and metal, but building stone structures isn’t exactly a convenient use of time or manpower in the military.”

“Oh, that is not a problem at all, Ken Jewell,” Nika assured me. “Dwarves are the ones who know the very most about building with stone. You just need to find a dwarven wife to fix this for you!”

I swallowed a lump of steak and washed it down with an entire pint before responding.

“Another wife?” I asked, but Nika didn’t miss a beat.

“Yes, of course,” she giggled. “Neither Calli or I know a thing about stone to help you, so you will need another wife! Find a nice dwarf to bring home, and this little problem will go away. Plus, dwarves are so very useful. They are tough and smart and can drink lots of beer with you. A dwarven woman will be able to make love with you all night without getting tired, and you will like having dwarven children, you will see.”

I nodded. “Another wife?”

“Another wife,” Calli agreed with a decisive bite of raw fish that Abby quickly copied.

“A dwarven wife,” Nika clarified.

“And where does one find a dwarven wife these days?” I snickered, but the tone was of course lost on my goblin lover.

“Where all of the wives are found,” Nika replied. “You must find where their race is hiding out in the underdark and bring one of the nicest ones back with you. I will help you find one, Ken Jewell, do not worry. I would never let you down. We can even take a detour first to spy on my father and see how close he is to launching an attack on Clan Jewell. Then we will find another wife on our way home, and she will give you very sturdy and useful children for our empire, you will see.”

“You’re assuming a dwarven woman would want to come back with me and have my children,” I pointed out with a smirk, “but I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. I’m not stealing any women away from the underdark against their will.”

“Oh, it will not be against her will,” Nika giggled as she playfully slapped my arm. “Any woman who sees you will know right away that you are the only man who should give her babies. You are very strong and virile. She will be happy to provide you with her womb and useful skills, otherwise she is a very stupid dwarf and we do not want her. See? It’s so easy. You’ll like it. You’ll see.”

“Obviously,” I muttered as I blankly shoveled another chunk of steak in.

Three wives.

Three wives and more children. Three wives, more children, more sex, and more loved ones depending on me for protection while our enemies gained in number and dedication to see me burned at the stake.

These were the thoughts that ran frantic circles around my brain like Energizer bunnies while I pretended to be busy chewing the same piece of meat for ten minutes straight. Then Nika reached over and squeezed my hand, and I looked up to see a reassuring smile come to her plush, green lips.

“Do not worry, Ken Jewell,” she purred. “I have been preparing the minotaur balls for you, so you will certainly be able to pleasure all of us.”
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Chapter 5

I was already out at the gate working on the winch and pulley system for the drawbridge by the time the light of the first sun peeked over the horizon. Calli and Nika had done their best to completely wear me out the night before, and we all fell asleep naked and tangled around each other, but I still woke up in the middle of the night unable to keep my thoughts in check. So, I decided to finish the bridge off before we set out for the underdark.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that everyone was closing in on us. There had been about six groups of bounty hunters who managed to stumble onto our location in the last ten months purely by accident, but we’d handled all of them alright. The ten or so goblin troops were almost easier to get rid of than the humans since their attacks were all poorly executed. These were generally small run-ins of course, but within the next week, we could all be burning at the stake if I didn’t lock this place down and get a plan of attack in order. It felt like things on the homestead had gone from zero to sixty in three seconds flat, so the best thing to do was to get working on genuine solutions.

And avoid the topic of minotaur balls at all costs. There was no way I was going to be ingesting another guy’s nards no matter how much I loved Nika. A man had to draw the line somewhere.

Either way, as soon as my goblin wife and son woke up, we’d be heading into the underdark to scope out Ashgor, the goblin city, and see what we were up against with this blood feud. The trip would give me a perfect opportunity to solidify a battle plan, a headcount on their army, a timeframe for their attack, and an idea of what weapons they were working with.

With any luck, by the end of the day I’d have a clear head and my nerves would settle down a bit. I’d also have another wife if Nika had her way, but I wasn’t feeling as optimistic about this. I’d gone to the underdark dozens of times, and not once did I see a trace of the dwarves who had been driven out of their homes by the goblins. For all I knew, their whole race could have died off ages ago, but Nika was determined this was the only logical solution to my masonry problem.

So, I humored her last night and listened carefully while she explained the bloody history of the war between the goblins and the dwarves. I got the impression it was more of an attempted genocide than a battle for reign over the underdark, but I didn’t point this out since Nika was a goblin herself. She didn’t seem to share her race’s beliefs about the dwarves being inferior, though, so I figured her open mindedness was probably going to help me.

It already had with Callie, so maybe getting a third wife wouldn’t be that big of a deal.

Mostly, I was focused on the prospect of scouting Ashgor, and as I strung two lines of cording over each windlass at the top of the posts, I thought over what provisions I’d need to take along on this trip.

It was almost breakfast time when I secured the last knot to the shaft of the bridge’s trunnion bearing, and my goblin sons shuffled sleepily out of their hut to join me when they heard the heavy creaking of the wood.

“Give me a hand with this rope,” I grunted to Shitter, and he nodded and heaved with me to raise the bridge. Once it was secured into place, the bridge completely closed off the entrance to the homestead, which was exactly what I had in mind with the construction, so I made Sawsaw and his brothers start on removing the hefty wooden gate from its hinges.

“Leave her propped against the wall there in case we decide we need it again, but it’d be great if you guys could find me a massive boulder before we set off. That way there’s a counterbalance to the weight of the bridge, and it’ll be easier for you to raise and lower it.”

“Yes, Da,” they mumbled as they rubbed the sleep from their eyes.

“Thanks, boys,” I said as I dropped my arm around Canigo’s slumping shoulders. “I know it’s early, but your mom and I are heading to the underdark with Sawsaw soon, and I need this entrance locked down before then.”

They all perked up at the mention of another journey, and all of their brown eyes turned to admire Sawsaw. They were always impressed by Sawsaw’s rank in the family ever since I’d forbidden them from joining us on our quests, and I hoped they’d take the hint and start obeying orders better if I kept pointing out how well Sawsaw was doing. It seemed to be working today, at least, because just the mention of me bringing Sawsaw had the gobs’ groggy eyes opened wide again, and they marched off to find me a boulder with a renewed sense of dedication.

“Sawsaw help?” my son asked as we watched his troops set off.

“Yes, son,” I told him. “I’m bringing your mother with us this time, and I know she can handle herself, but I’d feel better having you along, too. We haven’t had any slip ups in months together, and I need you watching our backs while we scout the goblin city.”

Sawsaw puffed out his chest and smiled. “Sawsaw help. But Abby?”

“Don’t worry about your sister,” I chuckled. “She’s got her other brothers and her mother here to look after her. You gotta give yourself some slack once in a while. Let’s get our packs set and grab some food before we head out.”

Sawsaw and I joined Calli, Nika, and Abby at the table for a light breakfast of eggs, pork sausage, freshly buttered bread, and coffee. Sawsaw hated both the smell and taste of coffee with a passion, and he’d been calling it dirt juice for months now, which honestly made me dislike it a bit myself. His mother used the hooves and bones of the slaughtered livestock to make him a nice hoof-medley broth, though, so he didn’t spend the whole meal wrinkling his nose in my direction.

Sawsaw let Abby thread a few flowers down the straps of his molle pack while Nika and I discussed our plans, and when the little siren asked if she could come with us, Sawsaw shook his head so fast I thought it might spin right off his shoulders.

“I think it’d be easier for Sawsaw if you stayed here today, sweetie,” I said with a smirk. “You know he worries about you, and he’s my right-hand man in the underdark. I need him focused on the task at hand.”

“Okay, Daddy,” Abby agreed, and she squeezed Sawsaw’s arm as she sent him a sweet smile. “I love you, too, Sawsaw.”

“Awww, Sawsaw love Abby,” my oldest cooed as he smiled at his little sister.

Calli was almost as excited as Nika at the prospect of having another woman around the house, and she listed off the many qualities I should look for in my next wife while I finished the last of my meal and started sorting through my weapons.

“And I also believe she should be incredibly voluptuous,” Calli said thoughtfully as she nibbled on a fish bone.

I was a little caught off guard that this was on her list of qualities, but she’d had all kinds of fun with her slightly bigger breasts since Abby’s birth, so I could see where she was coming from.

“Voluptuous,” I muttered with a smirk. “I’ll try to remember that.”

“Very strong arms, too,” Nika added as she toyed with our baby’s tuft of red hair. “The strongest dwarves are the most useful dwarves, but even if she is not stronger than all the rest, she absolutely must have nimble fingers.”

“Nimble fingers?” I asked as I cocked my brow. “That seems a little specific.”

“No, it is general, Ken Jewell,” Nika assured me. “Dwarves have very nimble fingers or they could not possibly be so handy. Nimble fingers are the best thing about dwarves, but you will need a wife with the nimblest of fingers. Do not forget!”

“And large breasts,” Calli insisted. “This is just as important.”

“Ooo! And not too short,” Nika warned. “Too small of a dwarven wife and we might lose her in the field, or goodness… trip over her in the kitchen. That would not make cooking surface foods half so fun.”

I couldn’t help but imagine a little puppy under our feet with ginormous breasts when she said this, but I hid my chuckle as best I could.

“Why don’t we focus on scouting Ashgor for now?” I offered. “That seems more likely to be accomplished today.”

Within the hour, we had our packs all set and a few extra sausage links stowed for the journey, and Abby escorted us to where Charlie waited with the cart while she held Sawsaw’s hand. He looked pretty damn fancy with all the flowers on his pack, but I admired his ability to keep a completely stoic expression on his face regardless of the decorations Abby bestowed upon him. The whole effect made him seem like even more of a wildcard, and I wondered how our enemies would react when my goblin son tore into them with his weapons while he was decorated with flowers.

I took a moment to help my other goblin-sons secure the extra length of cording around the boulder they’d rolled up from the river, and after a few trial runs using the winch system, we finally set off for the underdark. There was something incredibly satisfying about the heavy creaking of the stout bridge closing up behind us, and it settled my concerns about leaving Calli, Abby, and my newest baby son behind. They’d be well protected with the deep trench fully encircling the fortress now, and I trusted the goblin boys to do whatever it took to ensure their safety.

Nika spent the whole ride to the cave entrance of the underdark detailing her favorite things about our homestead, and once these ran out, she started making plans for the castle I would build for her. I couldn’t resist grinning throughout the conversation, and I’d almost forgotten we were about to enter a dangerous realm of monsters by the time we arrived at the cave.

It was easy to look at everything with less concern when Nika was around, and I was glad she’d chosen to join me on this excursion. Watching her pert ass as she crawled through the more low-lying tunnels ahead of me was always awesome, but she’d started wearing extremely short shorts when the weather warmed up again. They clung to the cleft between her thighs in a way that never failed to draw my eyes like a damn magnet, and since I had plenty of experience with the beasties of the underdark, I could afford a little distraction for the sake of admiring my gorgeous goblin wife. Her jade skin took on an alluring hue in the light of the mysterious crystals, and it reminded me of the first time we met and had sex in an underground hot spring.

The three of us climbed down from the cart and secured Charlie’s reins before we carefully made our way through the entrance tunnel, and we stepped around a few of my booby traps while Sawsaw took on his usual post at point position. I kept my ears trained for the telltale scratch of claws on stone or kobolds scuttling over piles of discarded bones, and Nika strolled along beside me with her arm looped in mine as if we were on a Saturday tour at a museum.

“This is so wonderful,” she whispered, and I glanced over to see a cheery smile on her face. “We haven’t had a family outing in weeks!”

“It is nice,” I agreed. “Thank you for coming along with us.”

“I would never let you down, Ken Jewell,” she murmured as she pressed her breasts flush against my bicep. “I want to make sure you get the very best third wife so we can build our empire and conquer the world.”

I shook my head and stifled a chuckle, but then Sawsaw halted and made a signal for us to be quiet. When I silently came to his side, he gestured down the tunnel to our right, and I caught a vague echo of a man’s voice, which was strange because I hadn’t met another human in the underdark before.

Given the risk of coming down here, it was most likely a band of bounty hunters hoping to get the six hundred gold for catching me, so I furrowed my brow and signaled for the others to follow my lead. Then I crouched low and made my way toward the echoes.

There was an offshoot from the main tunnel not far off, and the glow of torchlight cast a pool of amber light on the ground ahead of me. When I got to the small mouth of the glowing cavern, I gave Nika a signal not to make a sound, and she sent me a glittering smile with a little nod.

Then I carefully peeked around the edge of the tunnel to see three men stooped around a gaping hole in the ground, but there weren’t any torches in sight. The flames illuminating the place were actually coming from one of the men’s hands, and they floated a few inches above his palm while he conversed with the others.

“If Crazy Ken wants to set some traps around his filthy world, we’ll set some of our own,” one of the men chuckled. “Throw your flames down, let’s see what we’ve got.”

When the man to his left sent the ball of flames shooting into the pit, I realized he must be some sort of a mage, because he quickly conjured a fresh ball of flames in his palm while they all leaned forward toward the pit to watch the first one descend.

“There,” one of the men grunted. “Only about fifteen feet deep, I reckon. We could easily drag the body up.”

“Get the slats,” the largest of them ordered, and the mage and his companion began pulling bits of branches over from a bundle they’d brought along.

I should have probably killed them right then, but the thing was, they all had their backs turned to me, and something about the idiocy of not watching the entrance to the cavern made me realize they weren’t well-versed in the ways of the underdark. It was impossible not to want to fuck with them just a little when they made it so easy, and I didn’t even try to wipe the grin off my face as I made a signal to Sawsaw that he’d learned the meaning of a few trips ago.

Sawsaw grinned, too, and then he nodded as I carefully entered the cavern.

“Not like that,” one of the men grunted as he ripped a slat of wood out of the mage’s hand. “You gotta lay ‘em like this or they won’t snap proper.”

“Naw, that’s not it,” another sighed. “They go crisscross like a pie, here, I’ll show ye’.”

“Think I don’t know what I’m about?” the burly man challenged, and I let out a long sigh as I hunkered down at his side.

“Now, now, boys,” I interrupted, “you’re looking at this all wrong. First thing you gotta consider is the weight of your prey. Crisscross is alright for a bigger guy like me, but a kobold’s gonna require the least amount of resistance or they’ll just tippy toe over the slats without a problem. On the other hand, if there’s too much give, a guy like me is gonna break the slats before I even put my full weight on them, and then all your efforts have gone to waste.”

“Wha… who the hell are you?” the mage demanded as all three men looked at me with angry confusion.

“Oh, I’m sorry, where are my manners,” I chuckled and held my hand out to the largest of them.

Size never did account for brains, though, and I wasn’t too surprised when the idiot actually shook my hand.

Then I grinned and tightened my hold like a vice.

“I’m Crazy Ken,” I said before I yanked the man off balance and sent him plummeting into his own pitfall.

His scream echoed for only a moment before his head splattered on impact in the light of the mage’s flames, and it took the last two men a few seconds to process what had just happened.

“That’s the other thing about pitfalls,” I pointed out. “It’s best not to tarry too close to the edge while you’re building it. Oh, and also never leave your back to the entrance like a fucking idiot.”

“You monster-lovin’ son of a bi--”

Sawsaw’s axe dug into the man to my right’s skull before he could finish the sentiment, but then the mage leapt back from the edge of the pit and threw his ball of fire straight at my face.

I blocked the attack with my arms just in time, but the enchanted flames burned straight through the sleeves of my fatigue jacket, and I stumbled back toward the entrance.

Nika gasped furiously and stormed past me with her dagger held out, and when the mage threw another ball of flames in her direction, she swiftly ducked into a very pleasant squat with her legs spread wide.

“How dare you aim for my husband’s perfect face!” my goblin-lover hissed. Then she lunged forward like a jungle cat, but instead of stabbing the mage, she latched onto his leg and dug her teeth into his thigh.

“Ahhhhhh!” the mage wailed in shock as Nika tore a chunk of sinew loose from his leg. He tried to shake her off as his scream rose in volume, but Nika just spit a wad of his skin out before tearing off another, meatier bite.

Then the mage’s palm began to glow a vibrant white.

“Nika, look out!” I jumped the span of the pit between us to catch the mage’s arm as he drew it back over his head, and I slammed him hard against the stone to knock him off balance.

Sawsaw lunged at the same moment, and while Nika completely ignored the fact she was about to be lit on fire, Sawsaw tore the mage’s other arm clean off with a war-like growl. The shock of the blow and the sudden blood loss caused the mage to go limp in my hold, and he didn’t seem to have the ability to focus on forming flames any longer. He just jolted in pain while Nika continued eating his leg, and he looked over in utter horror at the blood spewing from his shoulder.

“What the fuck?” the mage wailed in a daze. “Who the hell are you people?”

It was dim in the cavern without his flames ignited, so he must not have gotten a clear look at the greenish tinge to Nika and Sawsaw’s skin. I’d probably be just as confused if a human started eating and tearing me to bits like that, but I still had a firm grip on the mage’s last arm, and I roughly pulled him closer as I growled into his ear.

“This is my beautiful goblin wife,” I informed him, and Nika let out a bloody giggle as she peeled a long tendon from his thigh with her teeth. “Our son prefers eating brains, though, so if you don’t mind--”

“Yes, I fucking mind, you crazy bastard!” the man screeched, and he renewed his struggling despite the deathly pallor of his skin.

“Hey!” Nika hissed, and the man looked down. “My son is a very good goblin, and if he wants to eat your brains, you will let him!”

I was about to laugh at the sassy look in her eyes, but Nika suddenly grabbed at the man’s belt, and even I lost track of what was going on when I saw her go for his underwear next.

“Nika, what are you--” I tried, but then the woman viciously grabbed hold of the mage’s dick and tore it off with a furious grunt.

“Okay,” I sighed as I suppressed a violent gag. “Maybe that’s taking it a little too far.”

“Dick gone!” Sawsaw laughed hysterically, and then he tore his axe out of the man’s head, reached his hand into the skull cavity, and yanked out a fistful of the dude’s gray matter.

Then he started eating it.

“Good boy!” Nika cooed as she tossed the dead mage’s dick down the hole. Then she wiped her bloody hands on his tunic, wiped her face off, and then wiped her hands off again on his tunic while she smiled at me.

“We should get a move on,” I said after Nika finished cleaning herself, and Sawsaw devoured a few handfuls of mage brain.

“Ken Jewell, are you not feeling well?” Nika asked. “Your face looks a bit white.”

“No, I’m not sick,” I assured her. “I, uhhh… did you have to rip his dick off? I’m not doubting your approaches, I just thought maybe that could have been avoided since we clearly had the upper hand on him at the time.”

“But he tried to mar your handsome face and denied our son his brains,” Nika countered, and she blinked her big green eyes at me. “He deserved to have his manhood removed.”

“Uh-huh, but he was already bleeding out, too. Now, his last moments were every man’s living nightmare, and I just… I dunno. I guess I feel bad?”

“You are such a kind-hearted man,” Nika said as she stroked my cheek with her clean hand, “but do not fret, my love, it couldn’t have hurt very much. It was only a very small penis.”

“Well, okay, then.” I shook my head, and then I took a sip from my camel pack and tried to remind myself it was pretty impressive Nika could remove a man’s penis with one pull. It was also very cool she’d never done this to me. She treated my own member like it was as much a king as I was in her eyes, so gratitude eventually outweighed my lingering guilt about the whole ordeal.

My goblin wife was vicious as hell when it came to protecting her family, and I was a bit honored to know what lengths she was willing to go for us.

At least the three men who’d come here to rig the underdark against me were all dead now, and that’s what really mattered. Plus, Sawsaw had his favorite snack, which always put a spring in his step.

Our only other hang-up on our way to Ashgor was a small band of kobolds, and we bludgeoned them to death rather quickly before we continued onward. We took the same route we had when we stole the goblin king’s loot, and I paid a little more attention to the dwarven ruins we passed along the way now that I knew a bit more about the history of the place.

It really was a shame the goblins had slain and eaten so many of the dwarves who put centuries of effort into constructing the vaulted caverns and underground railway. The stonework held up beautifully, and the statues posted here and there must have taken dozens of years to complete. I eyed the columns and arching entrances while I followed along behind Nika and Sawsaw, and I wondered how the dwarves had managed to form the more massive tunnels with the weight of the ground pressing down. We were at least a hundred feet beneath the surface by now, so some magical doings must have gone into the construction.

Overall, I got a lot of design ideas from the trek, and I decided I wouldn’t mind having my own underground cavern sometime. The austere impression it gave when I first entered the main mining chamber really was inspiring, and I was beginning to imagine how I might construct my own underground treasure trove.

Then Nika whispered over her shoulder for me to join her.

I’d been so caught up in my admiration for ancient dwarven architecture that I forgot all about the severed penis by now, and Nika had cleaned herself up so only her bloody shirt and shorts would suggest she’d partially eaten a man alive thirty minutes ago.

“What’s up?” I whispered.

“We are very close, but we should go to the bridged entrance instead,” Nika told me. “There is a better view of the city from there, and it is just through this little tunnel coming up. The goblins use the bridge to enter the city, though, so do not be surprised if some of them find us.”

“Sawsaw,” I muttered, and I gave him a hand signal to show I wanted him to shift to his invisible form for this.

My son nodded diligently and crawled into the tunnel just before he flickered out of sight, but I was glad Nika didn’t use her own sneaky abilities, because it meant I could enjoy the view of her unbelievably tight shorts shimmying just ahead of me.

The pathway on the other side was deserted when we crept out of the tunnel, and I led my goblin family forward with my buck knife at the ready. The rocks under my boots were damp and smelled like kobold urine, but the stench cleared a bit as we drew closer to the lofty mouth of the tunnel that led to the entrance bridge of Ashgor. It must have been constructed centuries ago, but the dwarves had done such a solid job that it was only partially showing its age. Deep green and black lichen had overrun most of the stonework, and there were about a dozen rotted corpses swinging from nooses along the edge. Still, there were very few cracks in the main footpath, and most of them had charming purple mushrooms growing up from the depths to distract from the damage. The decorative arches above were dripping with what looked like slimy brown Spanish moss, but the view from up here was seriously spectacular.

The city of Ashgor stretched out for a mile from where we stooped and peered over the edge of the bridge, and the massive stalagmite structures gleamed like skyscrapers where they rose up all over the place. I could see the king’s castle more clearly from this angle, and it was kind of hilarious how many guards were standing at the cave-like entrance considering we’d robbed him through a very accessible grate.

I crouched there in awe as I admired the small homes built into the cavern walls as well as within the stalagmites themselves, and Nika let out a soft sigh beside me.

“Do you miss it?” I asked.

“I will always miss the beauty of Ashgorheckamoofta,” she admitted, “but knowing my stinking father and his goblins live here makes me want to burn it down.”

“Don’t worry,” I said, and I sent my wife a rallying grin. “I’ll kill your father and destroy his army, and then the beautiful city will be left in peace.”

“Thank you, Ken Jewell,” Nika sighed, and she left a kiss on my cheek.

“So, what am I looking at?” I asked as we turned back to the city. “Where would the king’s troops be stationed? I assume there’s some sort of training area…”

“Goblins do not train for battle,” Nika replied. “We are very good at sneaking already, and killing is one of our best things we are good at! My father’s troops mostly patrol the city and hunt in the underdark. If we go to the end of the bridge, we will be able to see what sort of weaponry they are carrying. That will tell us if they are preparing to attack soon.”

“Okay,” I said with a nod. “Sawsaw, you stay here and keep a look out while your mother and I get a better look. Kill anyone who comes along swiftly and silently.”

“Yes, Da,” he whispered, and he sent me a salute before he faded back into the stonework around him.

Nika and I ran at a crouch along the stone bridge, and when we came to the path that led along the cavern wall and down into the city, we hunkered down and scoped out our immediate surroundings.

The bridge was still completely deserted, and I was becoming slightly uneasy about this when Nika let out an irritated huff.

“What’s wrong?” I whispered.

“I forgot about the Goblin Bluizz,” Nika groaned.

“You mean blitz?”

“Bluizz.”

I furrowed my brow. “Okay… it just sounds like you’re saying blitz but with an ‘ooo’ instead.”

“That’s because it’s a Bluizz,” Nika said as she blinked at me in mild confusion.

“Alright,” I chuckled. “Then what’s a Goblin Bluizz, and why is this a problem?”

“A Goblin Bluizz takes places every third full moon between the shortest and longest days of the goblin year,” Nika explained, “and every goblin in the city attends. The next Goblin Bluizz must be taking place this week, which means the king will not be launching a war against us until the festivities have ended. His subjects are too busy preparing for the Bluizz.”

Nika said this with genuine irritation, and I tried to focus on this excellent news rather than how ridiculously cute it was when she said the word ‘bluizz’ and pouted.

“Well, that’s alright,” I tried as I stroked her arm. “This gives us more time to prepare Clan Jewell for an attack.”

“I suppose you are right, Ken Jewell,” Nika sighed. “I was really hoping you could slay my father this week, though.”

I looped my arm around my goblin wife and pulled her against my side so I could tuck a kiss in her red hair. “I know you were, honey. We’ll just have to be patient, but can you please tell me what a Goblin Bluizz is because the suspense is killing me.”

“Do you see the arena over there?” Nika asked, and she gestured to a cluster of massive mushrooms with deep green streaks pluming across their tops. They looked to be at least thirty feet high, and their stalks were an aged, dingy brown around the bases.

“I see huge mushrooms, but no arena,” I said.

“Stand up, and you will see it,” she instructed. “The mushrooms form the circular arena where the Goblin Bluizz takes place. The seats around the inside of the mushrooms are where the goblins will sit to watch, and the space in the middle is where the fight takes place.”

“Ohhh, alright,” I said as I eyed the setup. “Like a boxing match?”

“I do not know what a boxing match is,” Nika said with a shrug, “but the creatures in the center cannot leave until one of them is dead.”

I turned to look at Nika. “You guys put creatures in a pit and force them to fight each other to the death?”

“Yes,” she replied without concern. “The Goblin Bluizz is a very important time for goblins. The mightiest warriors haul in the fiercest creatures they can manage to capture from the depths of the underdark, and much loot is exchanged when everything is finished.”

“That’s called placing a bet,” I explained. “What happens to the winner?”

“What winner?”

“Well, if one of the creatures dies, the other must be the winner,” I pointed out. “So, what do the goblins do to honor the winner?”

“We cook and serve them to the goblin king in celebration of the Goblin Bluizz, of course,” Nika replied with a smile.

“Well, that’s just shitty sportsmanship,” I mumbled, and I turned back to crane my neck for a better view of the arena. “What kind of creatures are we talking about? Kobolds? Werewolves?”

“Any old creature, I suppose,” she mused and tapped her chin. “The very fiercest we can find. That one over there looks like an orc to me, but I can’t quite tell from here.”

I was also having a hard time making out what was going on in the arena from this distance, but I could tell there were several goblins standing aside while some sort of training match was taking place in the clearing at the center of the giant mushrooms. I saw a few hairy legs kick up every now and then, and I could hear furious growls echoing from the arena as well. Then one of the onlooking goblins struck out with a whip as he laughed at whatever creatures were in there.

In the blink of an eye, the whip was caught and pulled, and the goblin’s laughter turned into a scream as he was wrenched from his seat and most likely crushed to death based on the wheezing of his last shriek.

“Huh,” I said thoughtfully. “Did you say all of the goblins attend the Bluizz?”

“Yes, the king and all of his elite guards sit above the arena on the furthest ledge over there,” Nika explained, “but the rest sit inside the arena and enjoy the carnage at a closer distance.”

“Perfect,” I said as a grin came to my face. “Nika, it looks like we’re gonna kill your father this week after all.”

“Really?” she squealed and clapped her hands. “How?”

“Ambush,” I replied as I motioned for her to follow me back along the bridge.

“Oh, Ken Jewell, this is such fantastic news!” Nika whispered loudly while we crouch-ran back to Sawsaw. “Here I was worried we would have to wait and be so very bored.”

“No, we won’t be bored,” I chuckled as Sawsaw came into view. “We’ve got a lot of prep work ahead of us, but if that arena’s gonna be full of goblins come next full moon, then we need to get a few things together pretty fast.”

“Sawsaw kill?” my son asked excitedly as we joined him.

“Sawsaw’s not just gonna kill,” I assured him. “Sawsaw’s gonna fucking massacre. Let’s get out of here and head back to--”

“Look!” Nika exclaimed, and she popped up over the edge of the bridge to point toward the goblin king’s castle.

“What is it?” I demanded as my heart skipped a beat.

“I saw her, just a second ago,” Nika said with a giddy bounce. “Big breasts and nimble fingers! Let’s go!”

“Wait, what?” I asked, but Nika was already sprinting back toward the tunnel we’d crawled through, and I tried not to drool all over myself as her ass wriggled a foot from my face all the way back to the other side.

When we came to the tunnel that led to the same ledge we used to steal the loot, Nika spun a full circle expectantly.

“She was right here, I know it!” my goblin wife insisted. “She was on the ledge spying sneaky-like. She had such beautiful breasts and nimble fingers! Red hair, too! You would very much enjoy her, Ken Jewell. She will make you great babies! Where did she go?”

“Nika, how could you see someone’s fingers from--”

I didn’t get to say my piece, though.

Nika took off again, and she sent Sawsaw ahead of her with strict instructions to find the sneaky lady.

I kept up with the pair while I tried to imagine what the hell she must have actually seen, because I’d been going through these tunnels for months and never once saw a pair of big breasts since I’d rescued Calli from the goblins’ cauldron.

But I’d also never seen Nika haul ass like this, especially in bloody shorts I desperately wanted to rip off her right about now, so I trusted she knew what she was doing while Sawsaw led us through a series of tunnels I’d never travelled down before.

I was so busy watching the pleasant shimmy of Nika’s bare thighs that I almost flattened her when she suddenly stopped, and Sawsaw stood not far ahead of us at the mouth of a cavern.

“What is it?” I panted.

“Sneaky lady’s here,” my son grunted.

“Perfect!” Nika squealed, but before she could trot into the cavern, Sawsaw caught her arm and shook his head.

“Deadfall,” he warned.

“No shit?” I asked, and I joined the pair to get a look for myself.

As far as I knew, I was the only one rigging the underdark aside from the few morons we killed on our way in, so the idea of a legitimate deadfall looming above me in any of these tunnels was a bit unsettling. I spent most of my time looking down at the ground when I came here.

The cavern Sawsaw brought us to was relatively tight quarters with several giant crystals jutting up from the floor, but there was an eerie green glow coming from a bubbling pond of murky water as well to add to the ‘you’re about to die’ vibe.

This vibe of course hit me in an instant with only a brief scan of the place, because there were about fifteen well-concealed but clearly deadly traps littering the whole cavern from one end to the other.

“Alright, so… this wasn’t me,” I mumbled uneasily.

So, who the hell had made these traps?
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Chapter 6

“There is another tunnel over there,” Nika pointed out. “At the furthest end of the cavern.”

“You’re right,” I said as I squinted through the strange green glow, “but whoever lives on the other side of this mess definitely doesn’t want any visitors.”

“It’s Nimble Fingers, I just know it is!” Nika giggled and clapped her hands together. “Look how clever she is! Dwarf or not, you should have this woman for a wife, Ken Jewell. She is just the sort of woman you would enjoy having sex with.”

I eyed what looked like an extremely rusty and makeshift foothold trap waiting to snap shut in the shadows, and I spared half a nod of agreement.

“If I don’t die of tetanus first, maybe.”

“You could never die, Ken Jewell, you are much too powerful for that,” Nika assured me. “Come on, then! I love to watch you work with your smart brain, what do we do first with these booby traps?”

“Well… I don’t necessarily want to disarm any of these traps,” I admitted. “There’s too many of them, and honestly, whoever did this did a damn good job. I’m not one to destroy another man’s hard work. So, follow my lead, and do exactly as I say, got it?”

“I love doing exactly as you say,” Nika sighed, “this is going to be such a fun game!”

“Sawsaw,” my son said with a shrug.

I shook my head and scanned the immediate threats inside the entrance of the cavern. Aside from the deadfall, there was a snare wire waiting to capture anyone quick enough to avoid the massive boulder above us, but I guessed there were plenty of more traps I couldn’t see.

“Alright,” I began, “we’re gonna duck low when we enter, because that stick above our heads is the only thing keeping the boulder from dropping. At the same time, you need to step over that slim bit of cord at your feet, otherwise you’ll be strung up by your ankle, and it looks like some sort of propellant in that shoddy box over there will impale you once it has you in place.”

“Oh, I do love the sound of that,” Nika admired with wide eyes. “Very tricksy of her!”

“It is impressive,” I agreed. “Follow me.”

We carefully maneuvered around the triple threat at the entrance, and I turned to see Nika smiling from ear to ear as she tiptoed over the wire. Then she looked over at the unassuming box on her right, and the wistful cast of her eyes gave me the impression she was daydreaming about home decor.

“Now,” I continued, “there’s a rusty foothold in the shadow ahead, so we’re gonna have to put up with some electrical shocks from that massive crystal to avoid it. Grit your teeth, don’t let it send you off balance, and it won’t last too long.”

The others nodded their agreement, and I went first. I had to grasp the glowing crystal against me in a bear hug to shuffle past the two-foot-wide set of rusty jaws, but the minute my skin touched the crystal, it felt only a little less jarring than a stun gun. There was a slightly enjoyable tingle travelling up my spine, though, and it seemed to heat my body temperature to a thousand degrees. Sweat was drenching my pits and back by the time I made it to the other side of the crystal, and my body shook uncontrollably when I let go.

“F-f-fuck that was intense,” I stuttered against my will. “Go f-f-fast if you can.”

I gave my head a good shake and kneaded my hands to steady the tremors still rocking my body, but Nika let out a pleasantly surprised gasp when she first grabbed onto the crystal. Then she began to shake and squirm, and by the time she dropped into my arms she was trembling and laughing her ass off.

“Th-that was sooo nice,” she stuttered. “It vibrated my whole body. I feel very aroused, Ken Jewel.”

“I can tell,” I replied as I eyed her nipples through her shirt. “Are you sure you’re not hurt or anything?”

“N-no,” she sighed. “Let’s do that one again!”

“Maybe later,” I chuckled, and Sawsaw crumpled to the ground at my feet with his red hair frizzed out with static electricity.

“Sawsaw hates it,” he groaned as he clutched his head.

“It’s okay, buddy,” I assured him. “It’ll go away in a minute, trust me. I feel better already.”

“Me, too,” Nika moaned with a lusty grin.

“Focus, Nika,” I laughed. “We’re still not even at the halfway point. Now, you see how those stalactites above us aren’t sitting straight? If you lean slightly to the left, you’ll notice they aren’t fused to the ceiling of the cave. Someone mounted them there, and I’m guessing this little bit of stone balancing on the wall releases them.”

“How sneaky!” Nika giggled. “Why that stone and not the others?”

“Because it’s gypsum, and the others around it are limestone. It doesn’t look to belong here by any natural occurrence. Someone clearly set it right in the way for a reason, and it’s probably meant to catch on an arm as you walk by, so stick to this side of the cavern.”

“Ken Jewell, you are such an intelligent man,” my wife fawned, and she pulled me so roughly against her for a kiss, I almost tripped right into the rusty jaws at my back.

We filed in a line past the precariously balanced stone, but a low hissing sound made me stop in my tracks as I quickly took another scan.

“There’s a snake pit somewhere around here,” I muttered. “Sawsaw, you see anything?”

“Log,” my son replied, and I followed the direction of his gaze upward.

“Shit, I didn’t even see that,” I admitted. “That’s called a swinging log trap, but whoever rigged it added metal stakes around the edges for an added dose of ‘fuck you.’ It looks like this lump of moss is hiding the other end of the cord. That doesn’t explain the hissing, though.”

“That is a baby basilisk’s hiss,” Nika informed me with a smile. “It sounds like many baby basilisks actually. Awe, maybe it’s a whole family!”

“Great,” I sighed. “Keep your eyes averted if you notice a pitfall coming up, but step around this patch of moss for now.”

“Okay!” Nika sang and bounced lightly on her toes.

We had just made it past the swinging log trap when I heard shattering behind me, and I whipped around to find Sawsaw leaning out of range and prodding the precarious stone with the end of his axe. A dozen sharp-tipped stalactites plummeted to the ground, and the force of their scattering shards set off the rusty foothold. The jaws snapped shut in a blink, and the strength of its spring caused the whole trap to jump a foot up into the air and trip the snare wire near the entrance.

“Shit!” I gasped, and I held my breath as an already bloody spear shot out of the box at what had to be nearly a hundred miles an hour.

The spear splintered and sent bits of wood shooting out in every direction as it smashed against the wall of the cavern, but the deadfall didn’t drop, and the hushed hissing settled once more around us.

Then Nika began applauding and hopping up and down.

“That was so amazing!” she exclaimed. “Did you see the way that rusty mouth jumped? Ken Jewell, we should get one of those. Nimble Fingers is impressing me more and more!”

I was honestly impressed, too, but at the moment, my eyes were on Sawsaw, who was frozen in place and casually beginning to disappear into his surroundings.

“Sawsaw!” I hissed angrily, and my son turned a guilty look my way. “What the hell were you thinking? You could have set off the swinging log, and in case you didn’t notice, you’re right in its fucking path!”

“Sawsaw?” he asked with surprise and glanced up. “Holy shit.”

“Yeah, holy shit,” I growled. “Take a look at that deadfall, too, while we’re on the topic. The boulder’s big enough to seal off more than half the exit, which means we’d be trapped in this madhouse. Keep your head in the damn game, and stop playing around, this is a serious situation.”

“A seriously fun situation,” Nika corrected with a giggle. “Look, Ken Jewell! We’re halfway now, so we’re already winning!”

“That’s one way to look at it,” I allowed, and no matter how tightly wound my nerves were by this point, it was impossible not to smile at the beautiful goblin. She loved to bounce when she was excited, and damn it if I didn’t love to watch.

“What’s next?” Nika asked eagerly.

“The hissing is getting louder, but I’m more concerned with that gray thing up there,” I told her, and I pointed up to a ledge we were about to walk under.

Whatever I was seeing was well concealed with clusters of small brown mushrooms, and it almost resembled a bowl, which made me wonder what nasty shit was waiting inside it.

“What do you think will happen?” Nika gasped like someone delighted by a magician’s show.

“It’ll tip when we walk under the ledge,” I decided, but I couldn’t see any triggers around me.

“Let’s make it tip,” Nika suggested, and her eyes glittered with excitement. “Maybe it’s not so bad.”

“No, it’ll probably be deadly, Nika. Do you see any triggering systems around?”

“There’s a dainty little string right behind you, Ken Jewell,” she said with a bat of her eyelashes.

Then I flicked my head around and realized I was a foot away from a bit of string so impossibly thin, it reminded me of a spider’s web. It definitely ran up and over to the ledge above us, too.

“Good eye, Nika,” I said. “Let’s stick to this opposite edge, but there’s another foothold in the next shadow, so take a quick left the moment you reach that little patch of red lichen.”

I led the way and brought us to the patch of lichen, but then Nika turned her head to check on Sawsaw, and the softest brush of her long hair snapped the string.

“Nika!” I gasped, and I lunged to pin the goblin-woman between me and the cavern wall as the bowl above us tipped.

The contents sloshed just behind my molle pack instead, and it was a smell I deeply regretted recognizing.

“Holy shit,” I managed as I collapsed against Nika. “You almost got flesh-peeling acid all over you.”

“Oh, no! That would not be pretty, thank you for saving me, Ken Jewell. Between the stone vibrating me, and you saving me, I am incredibly turned on right now. If I wasn’t saving you for your third wife, and if I didn’t have to wait for two weeks because of my recent childbirth, then I would need you to fill me up with your yummy seed right now.”

I shifted to look down at the gorgeous goblin pressed between me and the rocky wall, and even though my heart had stopped at the thought of what almost happened, there was a distinctly hungry glint in her emerald eyes.

“Two weeks,” I huffed, and then I indulged her for a moment while she bit at my tongue and locked her fingers in my hair. A few seconds more and I would have torn those little shorts off, too, but Sawsaw cleared his throat, and I resurfaced from Nika’s lips to see him pointing just past the pair of us.

“Snake pit,” Sawsaw said.

“Where?”

“Crisscross slats,” my son replied, and I realized he was right. The hissing was coming from underneath a dozen scant slats concealed by some spindly roots someone had scattered all over the remainder of the cavern.

“Well done, buddy,” I told Sawsaw as I lifted Nika up to carry her over the brownish sludge around our feet. “Now, don’t let the roots distract you. Look beyond them to what they’re hiding. The snake pit is right there, but whoever rigged this wouldn’t have scattered so many roots unless they had bigger plans down the line.”

“I would love to tell them all about your bigger plans,” Nika murmured, and she boldly slid her hand down my pants to stroke my rock-hard cock.

“Nika, you are my favorite person in the world to be in dangerous situations with, but I seriously need to focus if we’re going to live through this.”

“But… you need to be primed for your new wife,” Nika insisted as she continued stroking me.

“I’ll be primed, alright? Just… hoooly shit,” I groaned as she tightened her grip. “Sawsaw, go ahead and see what’s… ahhh… coming up.”

Nika giggled as Sawsaw rolled his eyes and brushed past, and I stumbled back against the wall as my own eyes fell shut.

“I want you so badly,” Nika sighed against my neck. “Only two more weeks until you can have me again, and I want you to do it just like this. In the underdark where we could die at any moment. Will you make me pregnant in the same way you did the very first time?”

“Whatever you want,” I mumbled as I bit my lip.

“Then what I want is for you to get us through this maze, and then make passionate love to your next wife,” she whispered. “She will know the moment you penetrate her that you are the perfect man, I just know it.”

“Uh-huh,” I groaned. “I can do that.”

“Good,” Nika giggled, and then she finally released me.

The goblin-woman knew she was leaving me right on the brink, and I clutched my hair as I willed myself not to demand she continue what she started. There was still half a cavern of traps ahead of us, though, and our first-born son was getting pretty impatient as he clanged the butt of his axe against the wall around the corner.

“You are more than primed for your next wife,” Nika decided as she glanced down. “I can tell.”

“That’s an understatement,” I muttered. “Get over to our son, and I can’t believe I’m saying this, but you gotta keep your hands off my penis for the rest of this trip, or we will die.”

“Of course, Ken Jewell,” she sighed. “Today, your penis is for whatever little trickster made this fantastic cave for us.”

With that, my goblin wife trotted off to join Sawsaw, and I furiously readjusted my pants. My erection throbbed indignantly, and I realized I wouldn’t be able to keep from tearing those tiny shorts off Nika if she came within an inch of me right now.

“Death traps, Ken,” I reminded myself as I continued onward. “Well-rigged death traps looming around you and your loving family. Keep your head in the game. Death traps. Death traps and sludgy acid… ”

I found Nika and Sawsaw waiting for me beyond the snake pit and in front of another sharp turn in the cavern, but it was practically pitch black beyond this point, and my family looked to me for instructions.

“What do you think?” I whispered to Sawsaw.

“Tripwire,” he said in a low voice, and he pointed ahead of his toes.

“Good man,” I replied. “It looks like this turn leads into the tunnel, so there’s probably a mean surprise waiting in the dark. It might be best to set this one off on purpose. I need the two of you to step aside and--” I froze as I scanned the roots on the ground. “Never mind, you’re both surrounded by nail boards.”

“Ooo!” Nika gasped. “What’s a nail board?”

“It’s when you mount a nail on a placard facing upward so someone who doesn’t see it steps on the tip and drives the nail straight through their foot.”

“Ouch.” Nika pouted.

“Tell you what,” I decided, “Sawsaw, you can see the nails now, right?”

“Sawsaw,” he said with a nod.

“Good, step over the three on your right and then just shuffle your way to the corner over there,” I instructed. “Nika, I’m gonna lift you up and over to me because there’s about six right here, but I think I see a couple more in the shadows, too.”

“Okay,” she giggled, “catch me, Ken Jewell!” Then Nika leapt straight over the nails, and I had to chuckle at the little squeak she let out when I locked my arms around her.

“Now,” I continued once I set her down safely between me and the wall, “I’m gonna set off this trip wire, but you two stay flattened against the walls as much as you can. Hopefully, this is the last trap, and we can grab a few crystals to light our way before we head into the tunnel.”

“Yes, Da,” Sawsaw agreed, and the two goblins did as I instructed.

I crouched down and made sure to keep my head clear of the opening to the tunnel, and with the extra reach of my hatchet handle, I was able to trip the wire while staying against the wall beside Nika.

At first, nothing happened, but then I heard a whoosh of air, and four more spears shot out of the dark at a trajectory that would impale any creature in a perfect line down their front. The spears glowed a deep blue at the tip, and when they struck the cavern wall, they didn’t shatter like the last spears had done. The blue tips impaled the stone as if it was nothing but sponge, and then they sent an array of lightning bolts jetting across the surface in jagged lines that intersected and sparked violently.

I jumped up and shielded my eyes as the electrical current blazed a brilliant white, and as a high-pitched whir began to echo all around us, the cavern wall started to crack open where the spears had struck.

“Sawsaw, get over here!” I ordered.

Sawsaw lunged, and I caught his arm to whip him around my side and hide him between me and Nika, and a split second later, the wall where he’d stood broke open as bolts of electricity shot out of every crevice.

The snakes hissed furiously while foothold traps I hadn’t even found yet snapped all around us, and I shielded my family from the rubble as I let my molle pack catch most of the damage. My heartbeat slammed in my ears with the piercing whir of the bolts, and I focused on figuring out the quickest means of reaching the exit without dying.

I was halfway through a plan when the last of the electrical current suddenly fizzled out, and I cautiously looked over my shoulder to be sure we weren’t in immediate danger.

Large chunks of stone were piled all over the cave floor at my back, and the blast had torn the wall open so it was ten feet further away than it had been. Still, everything else was holding firm, and the strange spears were buried somewhere in the debris. The hissing stopped, too, and only the sound of the distant bubbling pool came to me now.

“Are you two okay?” I asked.

“Sawsaw,” my son said without concern, but Nika’s emerald eyes were wide with longing.

“I really, really want those spears,” she decided. “Ken Jewell, can we make some of those?”

“I’ll work on it,” I said as I brushed some rock dust from her cheek. “Sawsaw, can you grab a couple crystals from the cavern back there? Be careful, though, there may still be some rogue footholds.”

My son gave me a salute and carefully picked his way around the rubble, snake pit, and acidy brown sludge, and after some grunting effort, he managed to dislodge three glowing crystals.

He carried them over to us using his shirt as a dish like I’d taught him, and I dropped my molle pack down to pull a few scraps of linen out. I always kept them with me in case we needed to staunch any wounds, but now I wrapped them around the base of each crystal since I’d learned this kept them from shocking me.

Then I handed one to Nika and another to Sawsaw before I picked up the last one with the linen to protect my fingers. Now, we were armed with three makeshift torches, and I nodded toward the blackened tunnel as I gestured for them not to make a sound.

When I came to the edge, I threw the third crystal down the tunnel, and I kept an eye on the walls and floor as I quickly scanned for any other rigging. The crystal clanged to the ground about fifteen feet away, and the blue glow illuminated a decent enough radius for me to feel confident we could proceed.

So, we slowly continued down the slim tunnel, and when I reached the discarded crystal, I picked it up again and threw it another fifteen feet.

“I think that was the last trap,” I mumbled quietly to the others. “Sawsaw, stand guard at the entrance of this tunnel. Nika, I want you to stay back a few feet from me, just in case something comes up. I’m going ahead.”

“Yes, Ken Jewell,” Nika whispered back. “You look very handsome by the way, be sure to give her your most charming smile so she knows you are the best of men.”

I was glad my wife couldn’t see me roll my eyes as I slowly snuck ahead, and I stepped over the crystal and left it there on the ground so I could have some cover of darkness. The tunnel wound on for a little ways before it took a sharp turn, and as I peered around the corner, I saw the dim flicker of flames coming from the very end.

I didn’t make a single sound as I cautiously followed the light, and when I found myself at a small entrance to an inner cave, an angry grunt was my only warning of the oncoming attack.

It was enough, though, and I dropped to my knees in time to avoid the plank of wood that struck out at my head. The leg of whoever swung it was within my reach from this angle, so I swiftly grabbed their ankle to flip them onto their ass.

The second they hit the ground, the plank dropped from their grip, and I quickly kicked it to the other side of the cave as I rose to my feet again.

That’s when I realized the ankle I’d grabbed was connected to a slender leg that belonged to a woman with admittedly large breasts.

“Shit, I’m sorry,” I managed, and I put my hands up to show I wasn’t going to hurt her. “It’s just… you swung the plank at my head. I didn’t realize you were--”

“Back the fuck off!” the woman snapped, and I jumped in shock. Not because she’d scared me, but because her voice was way cuter than I’d expected, and it contrasted a great deal with the venomous way she said the word ‘fuck.’

The woman scrambled to her feet while I stared, and she backed away with her arms held in front of her in warning. Even though she glowered furiously at me during all of this, I honestly had to fight against the urge to grin.

She was just the opposite of intimidating. With big hazel eyes and pink plush lips, the woman in front of me looked more like she belonged behind the counter of a candy shop rather than at the end of a deadly maze. The shade of her thick braid of hair was closer to what people on Earth consider red than Nika’s cherry variety, and the fact she was probably only four and a half feet tall confirmed my suspicion this was what people meant when they said ‘cute as a button.’

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I tried with half a grin, but Nika suddenly popped up behind my shoulder, and the woman’s hazel eyes flared to an alarming size.

“Nimble Fingers!” Nika gasped in delight. “It’s you!”

Then the woman lunged for a twisted metal bar to her right, and she held it like Babe Ruth up to bat.

“The fuck did you just call me?” the feisty woman demanded. “I will bash your fucking brains in, bitch! Try me!”

“Woah,” I muttered, but again, the woman’s voice paired with the filthy tongue just made me want to grin, and Nika wasn’t intimidated, either. She was actually super bummed.

“Nooo, why?” my wife asked with a dejected pout. “I won your game so we could be the best of friends.”

“Nika, we might be coming on a little strong here,” I pointed out as the woman’s cheeks flushed with adorable fury. “Miss, we really didn’t mean to scare you, we just--”

“Want to cook me over a spit and serve me to your hideous king!” the woman cut-in as she tightened her grip on the iron rod. “I know exactly what you want. Well, fuck you, goblin! I’ll bash your fucking skull in and cut off your--”

“Hold up!” I interrupted. “Could you calm down for two seconds? This is Nika, and she is a goblin, but she does not eat people. Right, Nika?”

“Except the person I ate on the way here,” Nika said, and she nodded reassuringly.

“Nice try,” the woman scoffed. “I know your tricks. You say ‘people,’ but technically I’m not a people, and your bullshit’s not gonna work on me, so back the fuck off!”

As the words left her mouth, the woman lunged and swung for Nika’s head, and I quickly caught hold of the rod while Nika ducked the blow. I tried to wrestle the iron weapon away from the little woman, but she started kicking my shins so persistently, I had to hop side to side, which only put me in danger of squashing her if I missed my step.

The whole situation became so ridiculous I finally burst out laughing and let go of the rod.

“Fine,” I chuckled as I backed away, “keep the damn thing, just stop swinging it at my wife, alright?”

“Your what?”

I cleared my throat and looped my arm around Nika’s waist. “As I was trying to say before, this is Nika, my wife, who does not want to eat you. Right, honey?”

“Oh, no, not at all!” Nika agreed with a vigorous shake of her head. “I would never eat such a cute little creature like you. I only want you to love my husband and be my friend, I swear! I know my goblin kin have wronged your kind, but you must believe me, I would never burn your home, drive you from your city, corner you in the depths of the underdark, and then eat you alive. I would never do that.”

“Wait,” I said as Nika’s story became familiar to me. “Those were dwarves you guys did that to. She’s not a dwarf. You’re not a dwarf, are you?”

“Of course, I’m a dwarf,” the woman spat. “Why else would your creepy wife lead you here to eat me?”

“Creepy?” Nika pouted. “But I just said I did not come here to--”

“Hold on,” I sighed. “Nika, throttle down a bit, I think we’re all confused. Miss, let me get all of this straight. You’re telling me you’re a real dwarf?”

“What else would I be?” she snapped with a scowl.

“A short human?” I tried. “I don’t know, you’re just not at all what I picture when someone says dwarf. You’re not three feet tall, you’re not stocky, you’re not gruff or bearded… ”

“Look, prick, I know I’m freakishly tall with a stupid-tiny waist, but you don’t have to drive the stake in before your wife eats me,” the woman growled. “What is this, some mating ritual you goblins came up with? Stalk the most hideous dwarf and then make them feel even uglier before you eat them and dance around my freakish, bloody remains?”

I was about to respond with I don’t even know what, but Nika stepped forward with her hands clasped endearingly to her chest.

“Oh, you are not hideous,” she cooed, and her words seemed to catch the woman off guard. “You are the most beautiful dwarf I have ever seen, but I know why you say this. My kind made me think I was hideous, too, because I do not have warts and my back is straight, but Ken Jewell knows better than anyone what a beautiful woman is. Ken Jewell will tell you so, and then you will know!”

Nika turned expectantly to me, and I could only manage a blank nod as I watched this all unfold.

“What is a Kenjewell?” the dwarf woman asked as she looked at Nika.

“He is a Ken Jewell!” Nika explained and pointed excitedly at me. “He is going to take over the world one day, but next week, he will be destroying the goblin king and decimating his entire army.”

“What?” the woman asked with complete disappointment, and her iron rod dropped limp at her side. “No, you can’t! I’m destroying the goblin king next week, and I thought of it first.”

“Awe, how sweet,” Nika giggled. “We already have so much in common.”

“What do you mean you’re destroying the goblin king?” I cut in. “Do you have an army?”

“No,” the woman admitted and pursed her lips, “it’s just me, but my plan is a good one, and if I time everything perfectly, they’ll all be dead long before I hit the ground.”

My mouth went dry as my insides twisted into a knot.

“Hit the ground?” I clarified.

“It won’t hurt,” she said, but her hazel eyes betrayed how unsure she was about this. “I might be freakishly tall, but I don’t weigh a thing. So… I… I should die immediately from that high of a drop. It will be quick and painless and totally worth it. I think.”

“Oh, dear,” Nika sighed and shook her head. “I’m afraid you cannot die next week. How will you possibly make any babies in that timeframe? No, you need to live and let us kill the goblin king. Ken Jewell would be very happy to do it for you, even though he is already doing it for me. But I don’t mind sharing, it’s one of my best things. You will see.”

“Nika,” I muttered, “let me handle this one.”

I slowly approached the small woman, and I was glad to see she didn’t raise her iron rod again against me. She looked kind of dejected and depressed now that she’d admitted her suicidal intentions to us, and all at once, every inch of me was overwhelmingly determined to change her mind. She was so sweet-faced and feisty, and Nika hadn’t been wrong about her breasts. They were absolutely perfect.

“Can we talk, please?” I asked gently. “Sit down for a minute. We only want to talk with you.”

“Okay,” the woman agreed after a long, skeptical moment, “but I will still fucking kill you if your wife tries to eat me.”

“Totally fair,” I allowed.

Nika happily dropped to her ass and sat cross legged between us, and I joined her on the ground while the little woman perched herself on the edge of an old stump in the corner. It gave me a decent view of the pleasing curves of her petite thighs, but I worked to keep my attention on the task at hand.

“So, I’m Ken Jewell, obviously,” I said. “What’s your name?”

“Ruby,” the woman grunted and crossed her arms over her ample chest.

“Oh, that is just the perfect name for a little dwarven--” Nika gasped, but she caught the look I sent her and clamped her deep green lips shut with a giggle.

“Ruby,” I began, “it’s an honor to meet you. From what I’ve heard, your people are not thriving these days, and I’m so sorry about the suffering they endured at the hands of the goblins. They were clearly an honorable race with good work ethic and excellent craftsmanship.”

Ruby furrowed her brow and didn’t respond, so I continued.

“Why don’t we discuss this plan of yours a bit? I’m sure it’s a good one, because you seem like a skilled dwarf, but it kiiinda sounds like a full-on suicide mission, and that’s my primary issue with it.”

“Like I’d tell you my plan,” Ruby snorted. “Your goblin wife will probably sneak and steal it. That’s all goblins do.”

“Well… no, but okay,” I sighed. “Look, I can understand why you want to kill the goblin king. I barely know the guy, and I want to kill him. Mostly because there’s a blood feud between us after I stole some of his loot, but also because he seems like a jerk, and Nika asked me to do it.”

Ruby nodded, but she eyed Nika suspiciously.

“That being said,” I went on, “I can’t let you kill yourself over this guy. You’re clearly remarkably skilled to have rigged this whole cavern like you did, and I’m sorry if this offends you, but you’re just drop-dead gorgeous. It’d be against everything I stand for to let you carry on with this plan. Please, let me kill the goblin king and his army for you.”

“Why should I believe you?” Ruby challenged and tilted her chin up. “I know what compliments mean. You’re very good at giving them, Ken Jewell, but I know you are only luring me in to kill me, don’t deny it.”

“Seriously?” I asked as I blinked in surprise. “You think that’s what a compliment means?”

“Of course,” Ruby scoffed. “The only dwarves who complimented me as a kid wanted to kill me because I was a ‘too-tall-mutant.’ The other creatures who compliment me when I hunt are trying to distract me until their comrades can circle around my back and murder me. I know what a compliment means, Ken Jewell, so what did you really come here to say?”

“Damn,” I mumbled. “That’s complete bullshit. I’m sorry this has happened to you.”

Ruby shot up to her not at all freakish height. “And now you’re apologizing? Alright, I don’t know what you’re up to, but you better back the fuck off! I’m not going to fall for your tricks!”

I jumped to my feet just as she raised her rod again, but I was determined to hold my ground on this one, so I decided to rush right to the facts.

“Ruby, listen,” I tried hastily. “I’m a human from the surface world, and I don’t know anything about the politics of the underdark. I just come down here to find weird shit to make my wives happy, and lately, to try and kill Nika’s father to protect my family. That’s it. I don’t want to murder you.”

“Wives?” Ruby narrowed her hazel eyes. “You said Nika is your wife.”

“She’s one of my wives,” I admitted. “I’m also married to a siren, but she’s up at our homestead in the surface world right now. She’d probably love to meet you.”

“A siren?” Ruby gasped as her jaw went slack. Then she let go of the iron rod, and it clanged to the floor with a tinny echo that only made the silence that followed more awkward.

Luckily, Nika was awesome at turning awkward around.

“Ruby, Ken Jewell is not luring you to your death,” my goblin wife said as she gently reached out to stroke the dwarf woman’s arm. “He found me in the underdark, and when he brought me to the surface world, the sun did not burn me. Then he found Calli, a most beautiful siren, and he brought her to the surface world, too, and she did not burn. He loves us so well, we are safe in the light of the suns, and we never have to live in this horrid place again.”

“That’s impossible,” Ruby said breathlessly, and her huge hazel eyes searched mine. “This is the only place we can survive. It’s all there is for me.”

“It isn’t,” I assured her. “You don’t have to live like this, and you don’t have to kill yourself just to avenge your race. You can come with me, and live a good life, or don’t if you don’t want to, just please don’t carry on with this plan. Let me kill the goblin king for you, I’m already on it.”

I’d never felt so desperate to save a life, but there was an innate sweetness to Ruby she couldn’t mask with that foul mouth of hers, and I couldn’t rest until I was certain this beautiful and feisty woman would be safe.

Finally, Ruby responded with a simple, “How?”

“The Goblin Bluizz is coming up next week during the full moon,” I explained. “This is when we plan to attack because every goblin will be in attendance. With a mixture of saltpeter, ground sulfur, and charcoal, I can create an explosion that can be contained within a housing case. Then I’m going to sneak onto the large bridge at the entrance of the goblin city and rig these explosives with a trigger system, so they won’t go off until I want them to. That’s the first phase. Second phase is locking the goblins inside the arena once the Bluizz begins and burning them alive. The king and his guards will pursue us, and they’ll need to take the path at the edge of the cavern to do it, which brings us to phase three. By the time we reach the bridge, the king and his guards will be right behind us, and once we’re safely across, I’ll trigger the explosives. The effect will be powerful enough to bring the whole bridge down, but the last of the goblins will be splattered to the rafters by then regardless. None of us will have to die to accomplish this, including you.”

“I love when you talk like that,” Nika sighed when I finished, and as I glanced between her and Ruby, I realized they both had similar looks on their faces.

Ruby’s hazel eyes were slightly hooded, and a faint smile curled at the corners of her plush pink lips.

“I like when you talk like that, too,” she admitted. “I want to see all the goblins die. It’s a good plan.”

“Just wait!” Nika said with a cheery grin. “Soon, you will see that everything he says is incredible. Ken Jewell is the most magnificent man in the world. Do you like riches, Ruby?”

Ruby looked intrigued as she nodded.

“Of course, you do,” Nika giggled. “All good dwarves know their treasure. Well, Ken Jewell has very, very nice treasure. Do you like powerful kings who destroy their enemies and shower their loved ones with the finest things?”

“I do,” Ruby said, and I could see a blush on her cheeks now.

It was clear to me the whole tide had suddenly shifted, and I remained exactly as I was in case the slightest movement derailed this weirdly supportive train of thought my wife was throttling ahead with.

Also, because Ruby was undeniably sexy in a pocket-sized way, and I still hadn’t recovered from Nika’s priming.

“Ken Jewell is so very powerful,” Nika continued like a used car salesman determined to make a sale. “He has already built us a fortress of our own, and he has murdered so many goblins and humans to protect us there that I have lost count. He always buys us anything we need, and we eat better food than anything I ever imagined. Ken Jewell will be king very soon, and we will all help him while we work to build an army of his very good-looking children to unleash on the human world.”

“We?” Ruby asked with a smile.

“Of course,” Nika said as she looped her arm in Ruby’s, and to my surprise, the dwarven woman didn’t pull away. “Ken Jewell is an amazing lover, Ruby, and I do not mind sharing him with you at all. Calli the beautiful siren and I already share him, and she was so hoping we would find another wife for our king. Please come with us, marry my husband, and give him lots of beautiful babies. Won’t you? You will enjoy making love to him as often as you want, you will see.”

Now, I finally had to cut-in.

“Look, Ruby, I don’t want you to get the wrong idea, here,” I chuckled. “This is by no means an order, and you can totally say no, but if you do wish to come with me to the surface world, just know I will take care of you. I’ll love you well and make sure you never have to struggle to survive, and if we have children, the remarkable skills of your people will finally be able to flourish again. I only want to ensure you have a good life, Ruby, that’s all. You’re way too smart and outrageously beautiful to kill yourself over a goblin king. But again, you can say no and I’ll leave you alon--”

“Okay,” Ruby cut me off.

“Okay, no?” I clarified.

“Okay, yes,” she said, and the blush on her cheeks deepened. “You have all of the qualities of a good king, and I would rather make love to a man like you than die a gruesome death at the bottom of Ashgorheckamoofta.”

“Oh.” I blinked blankly. “Thanks, I think.”

“I knew you were clever the moment I saw those nimble fingers,” Nika sighed happily. “Now, make love to Ken Jewell, and I will wait with Sawsaw until you are done.”

Again, I felt I should clarify this wasn’t an order, but Ruby nodded her agreement quicker than I expected, and Nika deserted us with a wave over her shoulder.

“So… ” I tried, and I shifted my weight.

“Do you really think I’m beautiful?” Ruby murmured, and her hazel eyes looked up at me hopefully.

“Yes,” I answered point blank. “Ruby, I don’t know what you’ve been made to believe about yourself, but you are beyond beautiful to me. You’re perfect in all the right places, your skin looks as soft as silk, your eyes are seriously giving me chest pains, and I’m fighting the urge to take your clothes off right now just so I can continue the list of my favorite attributes.”

“Do it,” she challenged.

So, I did, and within one minute, her perfectly proportioned breasts, slender waist, and alluringly broad hips all jetted to the top of the list. I’d heard of an hourglass figure before, and while both of my other wives were extremely well endowed, Ruby was the textbook definition. She was fit and petite with curves that boggled my mind, and I decided right then and there I would spend every moment I had with her making sure she knew how beautiful she was.

Ruby blushed to her roots when I finished stripping her down, and I didn’t hesitate to hoist her up and start blazing a trail of kisses down her slim neck. I lingered playfully at her nipples until she was trembling in my grip, but she let out a delighted gasp when I moved lower to slide my tongue into her wet entrance.

“Oohhhh! Wow!” the woman gasped when I started to lick her, and her nimble fingers threaded through my thick hair as I began to lick her clit.

She tasted like cinnamon, apples, and tart cherries, and she let out another series of cute moans when I slid my tongue deeper into her. Then I pulled out of her, licked her clit another dozen times, and then plunged my tongue into her pussy again.

“Ohhh, ohhh, oohhhh! What is this you are doing to me?” Ruby began to shake. “It feels sooooo good! I… I… Woooowwww! Ken Jewel! Don’t stop!”

I had her propped against the cave wall by the cheeks of her taut ass, and the dwarven woman was light enough I could have carried on like this for another hour.

But I didn’t need another hour. A few moments later, her shaking turned into a full-on quake.

“Ohhhhhhh!” Ruby started to scream as her climax took her, but I glanced up to see her bite her hand as her eyes opened wide. Her pussy clenched and began to leak like an opened faucet, and I licked up all of her sweet juices while she peaked over and over and over again.

Then I felt her body begin to relax, and I slowly lowered her down to the cave floor, gave her clit one last long lick, and then moved my mouth away.

“Is that how humans have sex?” Ruby squeaked as she moved her hand away from her mouth.

“That’s just the warm up,” I chuckled as I stood to undo my belt. “I’m going to make you climax a few more times.”

“Ohhhh.” Ruby’s hazel eyes widened like she’d just won the lottery, and she jumped up and locked her legs around my hips before I could even get my pants all the way off.

It didn’t matter, really, because I could easily give her what she wanted while I stood and braced her against the wall, and we both fumbled at my belt until my cock was free.

“This looks like quite a tool,” Ruby gasped as she reached down to stroke my shaft. “I’m, uhhh… not very experienced with using such a--”

“It’s okay,” I whispered as I pulled up on her hips a bit so the tip of my cock was angled toward her petite body. “Do you want to help guide me in?”

“Yessss,” she hissed as she pushed my tip toward her pussy.

Then we both moaned when I slid into her.

“You are really big,” she groaned and threw back her head.

“You are really tight,” I sighed as I pulled out a bit so I could thrust back into her another inch. It was the truth. The petite redhead felt like she had a kung fu grip around my shaft, and I was having a bit of a problem getting all the way inside of her, even despite her wetness.

But a few moments later I was deep inside of Ruby, and her velvety walls were already beginning to tremble around me.

Then I started to thrust, and each deep movement caused the beautiful redhead to gasp my name.

Her skin was as silky to the touch as I’d guessed it would be, and I couldn’t resist kneading her supple hips and breasts while I fucked her against the wall. The sensation of her made my blood burn and my carnal side take over. I tried to restrain myself since she had such a small and pristine body, but despite her slender arms and legs, Ruby was surprisingly strong.

“Oh, Ken. That feels so good. Harder. Fuck me harder!” She met my thrusts more urgently the deeper I drove into her, and I increased the pace until sweat began to drip down my brow.

“I’m… I’m… Ken… ” Ruby started to shake with pleasure, and it was obvious she was about to have an incredible orgasm.

A few thrusts later and she tumbled over the edge, and the sound of her squealing with ecstasy caused my balls to tense. I thrust as deep as I could, and she shrieked my name to the ceiling of the cave as I sprayed like a firehose into her womb. The release shook me straight up my spine and into my skull, and I cried out with relief, but Ruby’s orgasm must have echoed all the way to the outer tunnel of her death traps. I didn’t care what creatures found us at the moment, though. All I could think of was the heat burning between us where our bodies met, the feeling of her tunnel clenching around me to milk all of my cum into her womb, and the satiated look in Ruby’s eyes when they finally fluttered open.

“Ken Jewell,” she panted, “that was better than I could have ever dreamed. I can’t believe you can fuck so good. Your tool really spread me open and pleasured every part of me.”

“I’m glad you liked it,” I whispered as I gave her a lingering kiss.

“Liked it?” Ruby giggled. “I’m going to fuck you for the rest of my life.”

“That is such wonderful news!” Nika exclaimed, and we both looked over to find my goblin wife admiring Ruby’s naked body. “I would love to hear you enjoying one another some more, but right now, Sawsaw’s fingers seem to be blistering from the brown sludge he’s been playing with.”

“Shit!” I cursed as I quickly pulled out of Ruby and helped her to her feet. “I’m so sorry, we can make love again as soon as we get home if you want, but my son’s not gonna have any fingers left if we don’t hurry.”

“Well, fuck,” Ruby sighed, and the word coming out of her sweet lips again made it impossible to not snicker. “I’m sorry about that. Let me get something for him.”

Ruby began nakedly digging through an old moss bag on the floor near the plank she had tried to break against my skull, and her crazy curves drew my eyes like a moth to a flame. Only Nika’s giggle could distract me from the view of Ruby’s creamy backend.

“Goodness, you are a sexy dwarf,” Nika informed Ruby. “You have no idea how happy I am we found you. From the sound of it, Ken Jewell will enjoy giving you many babies, and I will enjoy having such a lovely and clever dwarven sister-wife around the house.”

Ruby looked taken aback by my goblin wife’s praise, and I could tell she was wondering if Nika wanted to eat her again now that she’d gotten the full view of her incredible breasts and hips.

But then Ruby glanced over at me and blushed. “You weren’t lying about him. I didn’t know a tool could be so big and firm. Dwarven penises are usually annoyingly short. The other women told me sex is more of a duty rather than a pleasure thing since our race is dying out. My mind is fucking blown right now, and I think I’m redefining my purpose in life.”

“Yes, I tried to tell you,” Nika said with a shrug. “Ken Jewell is the only man you will ever need inside of you.”

Ruby smiled and brought Nika a small leaf wrap from her bag. “This is for your son, to stop the burning, and I’m sorry I called you a bitch. You’re surprisingly sweet for a goblin-woman.”

“Thank you!” Nika giggled. “But you can call me a bitch if you like. You’re very feisty and cute when you do it, so I don’t mind at all.”

“Uhhh, okay,” Ruby said, and then she turned to me. “Is she always this… happy?”

“Yep,” I laughed as I pulled up my pants.
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Chapter 7

Ruby led us back through the maze of her death traps with ease, and I couldn’t help admiring how lithe the petite woman was. The redhead dipped and hopped around triggers we hadn’t even discovered yet like a ballerina as she explained how they all worked, and Nika was ecstatic to find out how sneaky dwarves could be.

Sawsaw was officially too grumpy to give a rat’s ass about anything except his blistering fingers, but the poultice Ruby had offered worked remarkably to stop the damage of the brown sludgy acid. Thanks to the remedy, it looked like Sawsaw wouldn’t suffer anything close to the long-term damage my leg had received, and the dwarf was happy to give the recipe to Nika while we made our way to the surface world. I recognized none of the ingredients, which was probably a good thing, because when Ruby mentioned something called kilkalalindom juices, Nika abruptly told Sawsaw not to put his fingers anywhere near his mouth to avoid catching a parasite.

So long as my eldest son was alright, though, I was on board with just about any underdark concoctions. Sawsaw was always my go-to guy on the homestead these days, and the underdark was kind of our version of father-son laser tag in this world. It was always alarmingly intense when we paired up, but we generally came out unscathed and buzzing from the whole trip by the time we found some of Nika’s baked goods to satiate our endorphin rush.

I gave Sawsaw a firm clap on the shoulder after he spent the entire trek to the surface world glaring at his toes, and when he looked over at me, I assured him he’d done me proud today.

“Don’t worry about setting the traps off, either,” I chuckled. “When I was the human equivalent of your age, I climbed up to a branch thirty feet high and skateboarded down it just to see what would happen. I broke five bones and shattered the windshield of my friend’s mom’s Mercedes Benz, but I learned some valuable lessons about the rate of acceleration and stability that day. Valuable lessons come in all shapes and extents of collateral damage.”

“Holy shit,” Sawsaw said with deep appreciation. “Da badass gob-kid.”

“Yeah, it was pretty awesome,” I admitted, “but probably stupid. Don’t go getting any ideas, now.”

“Sawsaw,” he agreed, and I was glad to see him scowling a little less when we neared the cave entrance of the underdark.

“Are you ready, Ruby?” Nika asked as she linked arms with the dwarven woman.

“I was planning to die in a week anyway, so I guess it doesn’t matter if this totally backfires and I burn alive,” Ruby said with a shrug.

“That’s the spirit,” I chuckled, “but I wouldn’t worry too much, Ruby. As long as we’ve bonded with one another, you’ll be perfectly safe.”

“Have we bonded?” Ruby asked with a light blush that betrayed how tenuous her confidence was.

“I’m gonna say yes,” I snickered, “but we can always have another go right here just in case.”

The petite woman giggled, and the sound reminded me of the munchkins in The Wizard of Oz, except Ruby was infinitely less creepy than the lollipop guild. She looked kind of like Nika’s mini-me without green skin, and I could tell the two women were already becoming fast friends by the smiles they exchanged at my words.

Maybe three wives wouldn’t be as stressful as I initially thought it would be. It took me only two percent effort to lift the dwarven woman and fuck her against a wall, so I’d probably have more than enough energy to pleasure my other women all within one day, and no one would even have to mention minotaur balls again.

With this in mind, I led the way into the light of the two suns with Sawsaw at my side, and we turned around in time to admire the sight of Nika bringing Ruby along with her. The beautiful goblin had her most infectious smile on her face, but my new dwarven lover looked shell-shocked as her hazel eyes turned into giant orbs of wonder.

“Holy fuck,” Ruby mumbled blankly. “This is what it looks like in the daytime here?”

“Mm-hmm!” Nika giggled and bounced on her toes.

“Damn, it would be so much easier to raid people with this kind of visibility,” the dwarf mused.

“Yeah, but everyone on the surface world is awake when the suns are up,” I pointed out. “You’re still better off waiting until dark for raiding. What did you want to pick up?”

“I really just like finding bits of old metal the most,” Ruby replied. “A lot of these humans leave them scattered around the outskirts of their fields and behind their wooden structures. They’re the deadliest for my traps.”

“Good thinking,” I chuckled. “I wasn’t kidding when I told you I was impressed, by the way. I haven’t seen anyone in this realm as skilled as myself at setting traps until I met you.”

This time, the compliment seemed to be received as I had hoped, and Ruby sent me a candy-clerk smile nearly as bright as the two suns combined.

Then Nika let out a happy sigh. “I do hope you can help us create delightfully perilous traps around our fortress, Ruby. With your talents, Clan Jewell’s prospects will advance in many ways, I am sure of it!”

“I can do much more than just traps,” Ruby assured us. “Anything to help Ken rise to his proper place in this world as quickly as possible. Every good king needs a fucking killer fortress, and before the goblins took over, the dwarves were unparalleled in this department. I can help with defenses, building, carving, and just about any kind of crafting you need.”

“It’s those nimble fingers.” Nika gave a decisive nod.

“Yeah,” Ruby admitted with a giggle. “They’re actually crazy nimble.”

“Then I couldn’t possibly be happier!” Nika declared. “Except if Ken Jewell gave me a baby right here, right now. Doesn’t the sensation of sunlight turn you on, Ruby? It makes me so hot and horny I can hardly focus.”

Ruby smiled and tipped her head back to bask in the glow of the twin suns.

“Yeah, it does,” she sighed. “Do they always feel this warm?”

“Yes, they never seem to run out of heat, it’s a magical thing,” Nika replied. “They also move if you watch long enough.”

“Fuck off!” Ruby looked over skeptically.

“Okay!” Nika waved sweetly as she left Ruby to wander toward the cart with Sawsaw close behind, and I snorted at the mortified look on the dwarf’s face.

“No, I didn’t mean fuck off like that, I mean--”

“Don’t worry about it,” I chuckled. “Nika doesn’t get insulted too easily. Unless someone’s messing with me or our kids. Then she goes apeshit. It’s actually pretty sweet of her. The suns do move, though, that wasn’t bullshit.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it,” Ruby scoffed.

I would have said something super clever in response, but I just stood there smiling down at the adorable woman and admiring her thick ginger hair, pale little nose, and plump breasts from this angle. The difference in our sizes gave me a very decent view of her greatest attributes, and I was pleased to see her blushing under my gaze as her expression softened.

“I feel like I should say thank you,” Ruby murmured and averted her eyes, “but I don’t think that’s even close to enough. Between having mind blowing sex with you, gaining a friend as sweet as Nika is, and coming to this beautiful place in the sun to be your wife, nothing I could say seems fitting.”

“Fuck seems to serve you pretty well,” I teased.

“Well, then, fuck, Ken Jewell,” she laughed as she slid her hands up my arm to curl around my bicep. “I’m the fucking luckiest dwarf I know. Which technically isn’t difficult considering most of us are living like worms and surviving on a diet of mana mushrooms and fermented moss.”

“That sounds miserable,” I admitted. “I wish there was something we could do to help the others of your kind.”

“Maybe there will be some day,” she sighed. “Once you take over the world, you’ll be powerful enough to reclaim all of the underdark in the name of the dwarves, and I’ll finally restore the wealth of my people. With you by my side, we’ll be the strongest, most proficient dwarven rulers of all time, and every beast in the underdark will cower at the mention of Ruby Jewell and her freakishly tall dwarf king.”

I raised my eyebrows as it occurred to me I might have just won me another power-hungry wife, but the notion wasn’t a disappointing one. Nika’s scheming had turned me into the kind of man who saw a five-hundred-pound bugbear and didn’t hesitate to shoot, stab, and eventually decapitate the fucker with an axe if need be.

With a woman like Ruby at my side, I’d not only be able to break ground on my first castle, which I never dreamed I’d be anticipating in my life, but I’d also have the chance to unearth the last of a fabled race who had once formed the strange and magnificent tunnels of the underdark.

First things first, though.

“Let’s get you to your new home, then, Ruby Jewell,” I told the beautiful dwarf as she smiled up at me. “I think you’ll find it’s much more accommodating than a long dark tunnel and a tiny cave.”

“You have an even bigger cave?” she gasped.

I grinned. “You could say that.”

The ride back to the homestead gave Nika and Ruby ample time to get to know one another better, and the dwarf was both cryptic and impressed about the goblin’s ability to give birth after only two weeks of pregnancy. She admitted this was probably why the goblins overran the dwarves so quickly, but Ruby was confident I could take the goblins down if I set my intentions on destroying one tribe at a time.

She happily agreed to give me as many babies as possible, too, probably because Nika was so unabashedly supportive of the idea. With a dwarven pregnancy only lasting about six months, Nika was more than happy to announce we’d have the most magnificent stone fortress in all the land soon enough, with all of my future dwarven babies to assist in the construction.

“What sort of stone do you work with up here?” Ruby asked as she recovered from the giggles she just couldn’t restrain around Nika. A little crinkle formed between her brows as she became more calculating, and it was both studious and incredibly adorable on her delicate face.

“None at the moment,” I admitted. “I’m working on a plan to locate a quarry in the area to raid for supplies. Right now, the fortress we live in is predominantly built of wood with river rock flooring, but the local threat seems to be leaning toward arson, so the most important thing is to rebuild the entire perimeter into a stone one.”

“Another good plan,” Ruby said with an appreciative nod. “What’s your timeframe?”

“Ideally, I’d like to have it done by yesterday.”

“Then I’m the perfect wife for you.” Ruby smirked. “Fuck me daily like you did in that cave, and I’ll give you a perimeter you couldn’t breach with a thousand-pound dragon.”

“Those are perfectly acceptable terms,” Nika decided for me. “Ruby, you may have your way with Ken Jewell any which way you please, only be sure to let Calli have her fun in about a week. Last time she was pregnant, she was insatiable at that stage, and I do like to keep our beautiful siren happy.”

“I hope she likes me,” Ruby muttered as she wrung her hands. “The only sirens I’ve ever come across have tried to eat me. They can be very scary.”

“Yes, and I have only ever eaten the sirens I find,” Nika giggled, “but Ken Jewell deserves the very best of wives, so I would never eat Calli, and once she meets you, she will never want to eat you. You will love her! You will see!”

Knowing my wives took my wants so seriously as to deny their natural appetites warmed my heart, and I leaned over to plant a kiss on the goblin-woman’s deep green lips. She moaned softly when I pulled away, and I could tell by the look in her emerald eyes she hadn’t quite recovered from priming me, either.

“What are you doing when we get back?” I murmured into Nika’s ear.

“I will do anything you ask of me, Ken Jewell,” she told me with a coy smile, “but first you should give your newest wife the royal tour of our little empire so she can see what work there is to be done.”

“Hoooly fuck,” Ruby gushed before I could respond, and I looked ahead to see the bridge of the fortress lowering for us. “You have a fucking drawbridge?”

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “Why?”

Ruby let out an incredibly erotic whimper, and she looked at me like she’d like nothing more than a repeat of the treatment I’d given her in the cave.

“Every dwarven ruler has a fucking killer drawbridge!” she moaned. “You could have just told me you had a drawbridge back in that cave, and I’d have stripped for you myself.”

“Well, then…” I sent her a wink, “Ruby, I have a fucking killer drawbridge.”

Another tantalizing moan escaped her plush pink lips as she latched onto my arm, and she blinked up at me adoringly.

“Tell me what else you have,” she insisted.

“Ooohhh, tell her about the treasure trove!” Nika suggested. “Ruby, Ken Jewell is the very best at making love in our treasure trove, you should do that!”

Now, Ruby was so wound up she didn’t even register the hoard of goblin kids rushing around the cart to get a look at their dad’s new bounty, but when Abby let out a squeal of delight, the frisky dwarf snapped to attention.

I read the look on her face carefully to be sure she wasn’t too freaked out by my half-breed kids, but I could tell she only had eyes for Abby at the moment.

“Is this fucking true?” Ruby said breathlessly. “That is the most adorable little girl I have ever seen in my life. She looks exactly like you.”

“And exactly like her,” I chuckled, and I gestured to where Calliope had her elbows perched on the edge of her pond. The siren was so excited her tailfin was causing waves to slosh around her, and when Ruby met her gaze, the two women instantly shared the warmest smiles.

“Okay, that is what beautiful looks like,” Ruby decided.

“That is siren-beautiful,” Nika agreed, “but you are dwarven-beautiful, which I think is just as fantastic.”

“I agree,” I said with a grin, and I tucked a kiss behind Ruby’s ear as she nervously admired Calli from a distance. “Why don’t you and Nika go talk with her? I’ll get the kids settled, and then I’ll show you around.”

“Ummm, no,” Ruby mumbled and shook her head. “What if she laughs because I’m so--”

“Nope!” Nika interrupted as she waved a dismissive hand. “You are very silly, and you will get your very cute butt off this bench and meet Calli. She’ll be so excited, just watch. Calli, look! Big breasts and nimble fingers! Just like we wanted!”

Nika prodded Ruby to her feet and gave the woman’s breast a firm squeeze to demonstrate, and as the dwarf blushed and shuffled her feet, Calli’s smile grew all the wider.

“Come bring her over!” The blonde siren motioned frantically for the two women to join her.

“Well… she does seem nice,” Ruby muttered.

I knew the moment her feet hit the ground that she’d be well loved in my strange little family, and the look on the petite woman’s face showed clearly how badly she wanted to find a home for herself among us. Given the lonesome life she was living in the underdark, I could more than understand the sentiment, but seeing her abandon her defensive ways so easily with Nika by her side made me realize she was well on her way already.

I managed to keep my goblin-sons from hounding around the small woman while Nika introduced her to my siren wife, and Abby fussed instead over Sawsaw’s hands the moment she noticed his linen wrappings.

Sawsaw played it off like it wasn’t a big deal at all, but he didn’t object to having his sister look them over as he fought back a few pained tears.

“Sawsaw, you are so brave,” Abby assured him when she noticed his watery eyes. “I know you must have done something very amazing to get these wounds.”

Sawsaw looked over at me, and I nodded.

“Yeah, he did,” I said with a smirk. “He was very impressive today.”

Sawsaw smiled with relief since I’d spared him the embarrassment, and I led my horde of monster kids into the house to get them some grub. I was happily surprised to find Calli and Abby had prepared grilled salmon, raw fish eyes, and what looked kind of like a mound of green French fries. They turned out to be an edible plant native to the area that they’d fried up in lard, salt, and garlic, and the result tasted better than any fry I’d ever encountered. It was like a ghouly fish-n-chips lunch, and I wolfed down my share before the women even came around to join us. I left my serving of eyeballs for Sawsaw, of course, since I knew he loved the way they popped, and I’d realized several months ago they were basically the goblin equivalent of candy gushers.

Nika insisted on giving Ruby chocolate cake as her first surface world meal, though, and I decided this was the perfect choice as I watched the petite woman slowly lick her fork clean with a throaty moan. Chocolate frosting smudged her plump lips and made me suddenly starving again, and I fought the urge to clean her up with my own tongue while she giggled and modestly wiped at the corner of her mouth with one of those nimble fingers.

A dozen scenes of Ruby licking chocolate off something entirely different came to mind, and when she caught me staring with what I guessed was a ravenous look in my eyes, the petite woman blushed. Then she smiled and sent me a wink that assured me I was most definitely going to be shoving a chocolate covered dick into her mouth within the week.

Or maybe sooner.

“Ready for that tour?” I asked once it seemed like everyone had finished eating.

“Absolutely,” Ruby purred, and she slid her plate away as her hazel eyes fell directly below my belt.

“Take your time!” Nika chimed in while she shoveled another scoop of raw fish eyes onto Sawsaw’s plate.

I started with a walk around the perimeter of our land so Ruby could get an idea of the work to be done, and I was pleased to see the dwarven woman was impressed with my work so far. She even admitted my approach seemed to need little adjustment, but when I reminded her about my concerns with the local folks, she allowed that stone would ultimately be ideal.

“What we need is a mortared wall with something as durable as granite or sandstone,” she decided. “Dry-laid would require less prep work on our parts, of course, but we won’t get as much height or nearly as much strength with that style.”

“What could you use in this area to create a solid mortar, though?” I asked because this question had been weighing on me since I first considered the idea.

“Well, there’s plenty of limestone in the underdark,” Ruby mused and tapped her chin. “If you bake limestone at the proper temperature, and then grind and combine the result with water, you’ll create a paste that will harden over time. It doesn’t work very well under water, but it’ll do the trick above, and especially with the strength of two suns to set it, you could rely on a simple mixture of this kind.”

“That sounds like a decent solution,” I said with a grin. “I could mine enough limestone from the underdark, and you could create any amount of mortar if I kept at it. Sawsaw could also help with defense and transport. What type of stone would you need to make the wall impenetrable?”

“It seems like our options might be limited depending on what kind of quarry you have close by,” Ruby said as she crinkled her brow in the same adorably studious way. “This isn’t too big of an issue, though. There are plenty of decent options. It’s tempting to rely on limestone entirely given you don’t know what the local quarries have to offer yet, but if we’re planning long term, it’d be best to hold out for something like granite. It’s usually mined in squarish chunks which makes for easy stacking, it resists weathering better than something like marble, and it’ll provide the amount of strength we’re looking for when our enemies attack.”

I nodded. “If you think granite will serve us best, then I’ll find you granite.”

“Seriously?” she asked with some surprise. “That’s all it takes for you to listen to my advice?”

“You wouldn’t lead me astray,” I said with a shrug. “This is what you know best, and I felt the way we connected back in that cave. You are my wife, and I trust you.”

My admittance caused the woman to stop in her tracks, and she eyed me in a way that showed she wasn’t used to anyone respecting her point of view.

“Thank you,” she mumbled after a long moment. “I felt the same way, I just… wasn’t sure if I was imagining it. The connection, or the heat between us, I… uhhh… It was… just really good back in the cave. I’m still kind of… Fuck… I feel your seed all inside of me, and I really like it. I want to make love to you over and over. But I thought… I dunno. This seems too good to be true. My thoughts are strange. I’ve been alone for so long. This feels like a dream. Maybe I actually did die, and this is the afterlife?”

I nodded and came over to pull the petite woman into my arms, and she melted against me without a hint of her initial hostility.

“What do you think now?” I asked as I held her hazel gaze.

“I think I want to have your babies,” she said without pause, but then she gasped as her fingers flew to her lips.

“Good,” I replied before she could make excuses for her honesty. “We’ll do that, too, don’t worry. And while we build our family, I’ll find you plenty of granite, and with your help, we’ll build an impenetrable fortress so we can thrive here.”

“I’d like that, Ken Jewell.” Ruby’s plump lips curled up into a sweet smile.

I hadn’t expected such a feisty young woman to become so pliable to my plans, but Ruby and I melded without question, and as she gently squeezed my arm while I held her close, I realized I’d fallen in love with the woman the second Sawsaw set off the stalactite trap.

Ruby was cunning and clever with a body like a spinner porn star, a mouth like a sailor, and a face sweet enough to lure any man to his death. Except she didn’t want to kill me, she wanted to have my babies and help me build my empire so we could destroy both of our enemies.

Tell me that wasn’t a win-win-win.

“Should we keep looking around or just have sex right now?” I asked half in jest.

“Look around first,” Ruby said, but her eyes trailed to my crotch. “I’d like to see how much more work we have ahead of us so I can get working on the designs for you. Then I want you to show me how huge and hard that tool of yours can get again and how much more of your seed you can pump into me.”

“Deal.”

I walked Ruby around the rest of the property and showed her the trench we’d completed, the building sight I’d broken ground on just before the frost for a silo I wanted by the time the first wheat crops were ready, and the spot Calli had staked as ideal for a well if I could only get the construction in hand.

After Ruby gave me her opinions on everything from grouting to rowlock arches we circled back toward the barn I’d finished last autumn, and I was doubly relieved Sawsaw had gotten his brothers to clean up the carcasses now. Ruby was completely floored by the idea of creating accommodations for creatures I kept for the purpose of eating, and I patiently explained the concept of livestock to her while she muttered a few choice curses of appreciation under her breath.

“This castle is fucking awesome,” the dwarven woman laughed when I’d finished, and she turned a full circle to admire the stalls, milking parlor, coop, and pigpen all enclosed neatly within the sixteen-hundred square foot barn. “You’ve done such an amazing job with the materials you have. Where did you learn how to do all of this?”

“That’s a funny story,” I chuckled and rubbed the back of my neck. “I’m, uh… actually not from this world. Technically.”

Ruby gave me a deadpan look. “What?”

“Yeah, I know,” I laughed. “Sometimes, I still can’t believe it, either. One minute, I was there, and the next, I fell through a portal and ended up here.”

Ruby narrowed her eyes at me for a long moment, but then she shrugged. “Okay.”

“Okay?” I echoed and raised my eyebrows. “That’s it?”

“That doesn’t seem any stranger than you being able to keep me from burning in the sunlight,” the red headed dwarf pointed out.

I blinked and nodded. “Fair enough.”

“Back to my original question,” Ruby smirked and gestured around us, “how did you learn to do all this?”

“I used to be what’s called a sapper,” I explained. “I worked for an army as an engineer who’s trained to create and demolish anything necessary to achieve our means. That means I learned a lot about engineering with few resources under limiting circumstances.”

“No wonder I find you incredibly sexy,” she mused as she eyed the lofty rafters I’d spent weeks hoisting into place. “Did you destroy bad people’s things, or good people’s things?”

“That’s a tricky question,” I admitted. “Any opposition could be considered ‘bad’ from a militaristic standpoint, I suppose, but that doesn’t mean I enjoy demolishing other people’s craftsmanship. When I ended up here, I was actually working to protect an area called Palmyra that was roughly two thousand years old.”

“What happened to it?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said with some regret, “but shit was heating up when I dropped into the portal. I just hope the air raid I was waiting on didn’t have to resort to demolishing every remaining scrap of the site to get an upper hand on the ISIS fighters, but there’s no way of knowing now, I suppose.”

“Do you want to go back?”

I froze for a moment because I really wasn’t sure what my answer was. When I considered the duty I had unexpectedly abandoned the moment I dropped into this world, nothing but fierce determination to return and see the work was done came to mind. But now I looked at the land around me, the home I’d built on the horizon, and the questioning gaze of the petite woman in front of me who stood with her arm draped around the supporting beam of my barn, and the only thing in my mind was how I could please her, how I could advance beyond what I’d already accomplished here, and how I could ensure I never lost what I’d worked so hard to gain in this realm so far.

“No,” I finally replied, and it was an honest answer. “I regret failing to uphold my duties in Syria, but falling through the portal was my only option aside from death at the time, and now I have a strange feeling I was meant to be here. When I met Nika, she was unappreciated, threatened by numerous foes, and doubting her worth entirely. But she’s an amazing woman with so much to offer. Her belief in me has inspired me beyond anything I ever would have dreamed of on my home world. Now that we’ve begun to build a life together, I know without a doubt she understands how much she has to offer and feels appreciated and loved every day. I’ve discovered there’s more to me as well than even I was aware of, and the same goes for Calli. Every day, she’s happier and more self-assured, and every day I provide for my family brings a renewed sense of accomplishment to us all, and even though my enemies are only gaining in numbers, I don’t regret anything I’ve done to draw their hatred. All of my women are beautiful to me and incredibly resourceful. They’re unfailingly loving, too, and their dreams for me have become my dreams for myself. What more could I ask for?”

“You’re not like anyone I’ve ever known,” Ruby finally replied after she took a minute to process my words, and she toyed with the buttons on her shirt as she spoke. “My people have completely lost hope, but here you are at all odds, and you find patience and positive solutions from the love of those around you. That’s what has been lost in my race.”

“It doesn’t seem to have been lost in you,” I pointed out.

“What do you mean?”

“If you’d really given up hope, you never would have rigged that cavern like you did,” I replied. “You never would have set your sights on destroying the goblin king, and you damn sure wouldn’t have given me the time of day to explain myself when we met. You haven’t lost hope for yourself or your people. That’s admirable, too.”

Ruby stared, and I expected a fuck or two to come at any moment, but they didn’t. Instead, the woman’s soft pink lips curled upward, and she finally gave me a shy smile.

I had trouble returning the gesture, though, because something else had been weighing on my mind ever since we first spoke together in Ruby’s cave, and realizing she still had hope for her race made it impossible for me to ignore the question any longer.

“Can I ask you something?”

Ruby shrugged. “Sure.”

“What was your plan to kill the goblin king?” I asked cautiously. “I’m not really sure I want to hear it, because just the thought of you killing yourself over those nasty fucks is infuriating to me, but I don’t think I can ignore it.”

“Oh. That.” Ruby blushed lightly, and she looked everywhere but at me as she shuffled her boots in the hay. “It seems so elaborately dumb now that I met you, but… I guess I could explain it all if you want. It’s not gruesome or anything. I meant what I said before. It would have been a clean and quick end. For me, at least.”

I managed a nod and tried to ignore the clenching in my chest. “Okay. Go for it.”

“Well, I’ve been scouting Ashgor from that lookout point for a while now,” Ruby explained, “and the king has this really stupid routine where his elite guards all have to gather outside his castle two times a week to discuss the raids they’ve gone on or the ones they have planned.”

“Why is that stupid?” I questioned with a furrowed brow.

“Because they’re a bunch of drunken idiots about it,” Ruby said as she rolled her eyes. “Nothing actually gets accomplished, the king has no useful insights, and it usually ends with everyone drinking too much whisky and cackling about how great their tribe is. So, when nothing is accomplished, their raids go horribly, and then there’s nothing to discuss in the first place. It’s all very irritating to listen in on.”

“Alright,” I chuckled, “that does sound stupid.”

“It is,” she assured me, “but it was perfect for my plan, because like I said, they do this twice a week without fail, and the elite guards are all in attendance right outside the lookout point.”

“But attacking the elite guards and the king wouldn’t take care of the whole tribe,” I pointed out, and Ruby’s lips curled into a deadly grin.

“It does ensure the rest can’t defend themselves once the hodons are released, though.”

“What the hell is a hodon?”

“I don’t know if that’s what they’re really called,” Ruby admitted, “but last year I was trying to forage for mana mushrooms when a huge pack of these creatures found me and tried to chase me down. They would have succeeded, too, because they have ten legs, so they’re very fast and can climb anything. Luckily, I came to a cavern I’d never seen before, and there was this huge gaping hole in the ground, and as I was sprinting my ass off thinking ‘wow this is how I die, okay,’ I realized there was a stalactite hanging low enough that I could maybe reach it if I jumped at the last second.”

“I hate where this is going,” I muttered.

“Don’t worry, I totally fucking made it, obviously,” Ruby laughed. “But as I’m hanging there trying not to drop to my death, these creatures literally jumped straight into the hole. It was ridiculous. A giant wave of hodons just spilling into oblivion. That’s when I realized they have a shared brain system. So, if they’re not acting as independent creatures, and one of them jumps, they all jump, too.”

“That’s crazy.”

“And perfect,” Ruby said with a grin, “because I found a small pack of them a few months later, and I tracked them for two days until they led me to their hive. After that, I spent another month exploring every tunnel between that hive and Ashgor, and I devised a route that would give me every advantage for speed, but trip them up just enough to keep them from catching me before I made it back to the lookout point. Once I lured the whole hive there… ”

Ruby trailed off and blushed again, and I swallowed hard.

“So… you jump, and the whole hive follows, and now they’re unleashed on the elite guards and all of Ashgor.”

“Yeah.”

“But,” I tried as I shifted my weight, “couldn’t you have not jumped? Just made them think you jumped? Tether a rope or something?”

“I wanted to, of course,” she murmured, “but when I tested the theory out on a small group of five hodons in a trial cavern, they saw the rope swing out when I jumped, and they climbed the tunnel ceiling, scrambled up the cavern wall, and chewed the rope apart. So, I dropped straight into a lake and nearly got eaten by a swarm of sirens. It was a mess, but it did make me realize I had to jump, and I… resigned myself to the cause. Sure, I’d die on impact, but the hodons would be released, and my death would have been worth it. I mean, I thought it would.”

“And what do you think now?” I asked uneasily.

“Honestly?” Ruby said with a small smile. “I think working with a team is smarter than going on a solo death mission. Your plan is better because you take everything into account and ensure the survival of your kind in the process. I’m part of a dying race, and while revenge is a very tempting thing, my plan would ultimately mean one more dwarf has died off. And that one dwarf happens to really, really love fucking you, so it would have been a damn shame.”

I smirked and motioned for her to come to me, and the petite woman snuggled against my chest as I held her close.

“It would have been a damn shame,” I said. “I can one hundred percent agree with you there.”

“Do you think I’m an idiot to hope for my race?” she mumbled against my chest, and when she pulled away to look up into my eyes, she had a nervous crease between her brows. “You have so much experience, and you’ve fought against the likes of the goblins and worse. In your world, could a race like mine ever prevail?”

“Anyone could,” I replied without hesitation. “If you’re willing to do the work, anything can be accomplished, especially with the right forces at your back. Ruby, you don’t need to think in terms of black and white or life and death. You just need to persist. Refuse to accept less for your people, and you’ll achieve more.”

Ruby’s hazel eyes were like fire while she considered me, and she bit at her plush bottom lip as heat suddenly sparked between us.

“Fuck me,” she finally demanded, and it took me all of two and a half seconds to hoist Ruby up against the barn wall.

The poor sheep were furious by the time I finished with her, but they’d recover. Hell, Ruby was recovered and ready for more within ten minutes of me cumming deep inside of her, and I did my best to meet her demands a second time while she clung to my shoulders and started murmuring wantonly into my ear. She spoke about vanquishing the goblins, slaughtering the kobold forces and eating them like shish-kabobs, and when I drove myself as deep as I could and assured her we’d accomplish all of this and much more, the woman screeched my name and begged me to cum inside of her a third time today.

She spent the next several minutes curled against me in the hay while she came down from her ecstatic orgasm, and this seemed like a decent place to wrap up the royal tour of Clan Jewell.

“So,” I sighed, “do you think you could be happy here?”

“Fuck off,” she laughed. “You know damn well I’d do anything to stay with you, and we only met this morning.” Then the petite woman caught my tongue between her teeth as she hitched her leg up to straddle me again.

“Damn,” I chuckled. “Four times?”

“Your tool is hard,” she snickered as she led me inside of her sopping wet tunnel. “Besides, I have two other wives I have to catch up to in terms of pregnancies.”

“Fair enough,” I moaned as she began to ride me, and then the next half an hour was lost in another round of passion.

The two of us eventually headed back to the house on wobbly but blissed out legs, and when Nika saw the glowing woman tucked under my arm, she jumped up from where she’d been weaving a new pair of shorts for Shitter and threw her arms around Ruby and me at once.

“You look so incredibly satisfied,” she informed Ruby. “Aren’t you so grateful we brought you here?”

“Nika--” I tried, but Ruby interrupted me with a firm ‘um, duh.’

“And do you think you’re pregnant yet?” Nika asked with a giddy smile.

“Well… ” Ruby laughed as her eyes flicked in my direction, “he’s flooded his seed in me five times today, so I’d say we’re definitely trying our best for you, Nika.”

“For all of us!” my goblin wife insisted.

“Deal,” Ruby replied, “but since I’m kind of incapable of standing up straight right now, can I sit down and have some more chocolate cake? Ken Jewell practically buried his tool in my spine back there.”

“Oh, yes, chocolate cake is perfect for when that happens,” Nika assured her.

We’d just rejoined Calli at the table where she wore nothing but my oversized camouflage t-shirt, and it seemed the three women were about to give me a demonstration of the incredibly erotic potentials of chocolate cake.

Then Abby stormed into the house.

She must have been off sneaking with her goblin brothers because she was wearing the camo pants Nika had made her, and some of my camo face paint looked to be artistically applied in patterned swirls across her cheeks.

“Daddy, there are evil human men up the river with ugly faces,” Abby announced. “I want to make them suffer, can I? Pleeease? I already have your axe.”

Then my little girl raised my ten-pound axe and sent me a pout that was all sorts of cute and terrifying all at the same time.
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Chapter 8

“Uhh… let’s put the axe down for just a moment,” I managed, but it was surprisingly difficult to say this to my daughter when she had that smile on her face. “Where did you see the ugly men, sweetie?”

“Sawsaw says they’re twenty from here,” she said, but she kept the axe propped on her shoulder.

“Twenty minutes is probably what he means,” I replied, “so I have to ask, have you been venturing beyond the border of the fortress by yourself?”

“No, I was with Sawsaw and Canigo,” Abby said with a shrug.

“Alright, well, that’s definitely not okay,” I informed the little siren, “but before I tackle that, did you happen to get a head count?”

“No,” Abby sighed. “Sawsaw made me leave to come and get you. Him and Canigo are waiting in the trees where we saw them from.”

“Well, your brother was right to send you here,” I pointed out. “I don’t want you messing with any of the men who come looking for me, that’s an order.”

“But Sawsaw and Shitter get to kill the bad men whenever they want!”

“Abby…” I warned, but the little siren stomped her foot.

“Mommy, Daddy won’t let me kill the bad men,” she whined. “How come I can’t make them suffer and bleed when I’m just as--”

“Abby, sweetie, don’t worry,” Calli said with a soft smile. “You can help kill the bad men. Your father is only trying to protect you. Why don’t you run along and join your brothers in the trees, but don’t kill anyone until Daddy says it’s okay.”

“Okay!” Abby sang, and her expression swiftly returned to its usual sweetness beneath her warpaint.

“Calli, you can’t be serious,” I scoffed as Abby skipped out the door with my axe swinging at her side. “How could you send her straight back to where those men are waiting?”

I was already on my feet and securing my utility belt around my waist, and I had half a mind to run right out the door and drag Abby back to safety myself.

“Because she is a very strong little siren,” Calli replied lightly. “It’s very important for her to do this.”

“But now she thinks she’s gonna go killing bounty hunters like her brothers, and that is absolutely not happening,” I informed the siren. “She’s too young and too beautiful to be running around--”

“Oh, Ken Jewell, listen to you,” Nika giggled. “Abby will be very good at killing the bad men. Let’s let her have a try. It will be fun, you will see!”

My mind warred with a dozen reasons this statement was unacceptable to every fiber of my being, but I found myself looking into the faces of three gorgeous monster-women who were totally unconcerned with the idea of my two-week-old daughter going Lizzie Borden on a group of murderous men. My wives calmly picked away at their helpings of chocolate cake, and every languid lick of their lips seemed expertly designed to sway my focus.

But I wasn’t caving for anything, not even Nika seductively suckling frosting off her finger while she blinked her emerald eyes at me.

“I… I don’t really know what to say to that,” I finally stammered.

“Say you will remember to bring her a fish for a snack,” Calli suggested. “Abby will need her strength to murder the men.”

Now, I had to sit down to steady my quaking nerves, and I leaned forward with my hands firmly clasped on the tabletop as I tried to be as level headed as possible.

“Calli, I know our daughter is an amazing creature, and I have the utmost faith in her abilities, but if you think I’m going to stand aside and--”

“Ken Jewell, you look so upset!” Nika pouted. “Do not be upset, you are so very much fun when you’re not.”

“I’m not upset,” I lied. “I’m only trying to make it clear to you all I’m drawing the line when it comes to--”

“Oh, no, drawing the line is not at all something a father should do with a siren,” Calli muttered so quietly I almost didn’t catch the words, and I furrowed my brow as I gauged the look on her face.

The beautiful blonde woman was clearly struggling to contain a giggle, and as infuriating as this should have been under the circumstances, it was impossible to keep my scowl convincing with her blue eyes glittering up at me. So, I took a deep breath before I spoke again.

“Calli, you look like you’d like to say something before I make any more solid points about raising our child.”

“Yes, Ken,” she said with relief, “I only didn’t want to interrupt you while you look so serious. It’s very sexy, by the way, you should look at me like this when we make love sometimes.”

“Yeah, it’s working for me,” Ruby mumbled through a lump of cake. “He looks so intense.”

A smirk escaped me. “Well, we can definitely expand on that topic later, but what did you want to say?”

“Only that Abby is already two and a half weeks old,” Calli said, and she reached across the table to loop her fingers in mine. “I’m very worried she is not developing at the proper rate here. When I was her age, I’d already killed and eaten three kobolds, a gargoyle, and a hellion crab, but poor Abby has not had her chance to shine. She needs to thrive at this tender age if she is going to achieve her potential.”

“We must let her achieve her potential,” Nika agreed with a solemn nod. “That is why you birthed her, after all.”

“I’m sorry,” I muttered, “are you saying our little girl should be running around killing shit already?”

“Yes, that is precisely what I am saying.” Calli grinned. “Siren girls are very fun at this age, embrace this time! It’s so fleeting.”

“So fleeting,” Nika sighed. “The children grow up so fast.”

“Abby should be killing as many things as possible right now,” Calli continued. “In the underdark, young siren girls are the pride of our fleets and our first line of defense when we swarm to attack the miragee who constantly threaten to overthrow our home reef.”

“You guys send the little girls to the front line?” I demanded. “What the fuck is that?”

“The girls are the most unbridled,” Calli said with some affront. “Do not worry, Ken, I was exactly the same as Abby when I was her age, and I did very well on the front line. In my first siege of the Miragean Stronghold, I disemboweled a ten-foot miragee with my teeth and was granted the honor of mounting his head atop my trident for all to see!”

“What are miragees?” I asked, since I couldn’t quite figure out what else to make of what my beautiful wife was telling me, so I just focused on the monster I’d never heard of.

“They are like nagas in the water. They are quite fearsome and diabolical. Don’t you worry, though. Abby will be just as wonderfully lethal if you give her room to grow. In the next few months, her violent tendencies will only ripen, so she needs to practice right now in order to have an idea of how she can be most effective. Soon, she’ll even be killing things unintentionally, I cannot wait to see what comes of it!”

Calli let out a wistful sigh, and Nika squeezed her arm affectionately.

“She will make us all so proud!” my goblin wife squealed.

“So proud,” Calli agreed. “I hope she doesn’t kill all the livestock like your sons have been doing, but I will still be proud either way. If she manages to make their brains explode, it will be entirely worth it!”

I did my best to process all of this while the women continued daydreaming about my little girl’s first kills, and I realized yet again I had a lot of learning to do as a father. Apparently, my natural instinct to guard Abby with my life wasn’t only misled, but it was also having a negative effect on her development. I couldn’t bear the thought of being a bad influence to my daughter, and I tried to focus on the sense in Calli’s words rather than the image of a swarm of full-grown sirens sending their youngest, most precious cargo to the front lines like a bunch of assholes.

“So,” I mumbled half to myself, “I’m supposed to let little Abby kill anything she wants. Just… set her adrift with an axe and my blessing.”

“Yes, that would be best,” Calli said with a nod, “but if you feel like drawing the line some more, I can take this shirt off, and you can tell me what you think is best while you have sex with me on the table.”

Calli’s eyes brimmed hopefully as she bit her lip, and I tried to rein in the sense of whiplash this whole conversation was giving me.

“Okay…” I tried, “is that the pregnancy talking, or does authority turn you on and I just never noticed yet?”

“Oh, no, authority is what sirens hate most of all,” Calli replied, “but I do enjoy the way you tell me you’re drawing a line and I must listen to you. It makes me incredibly aroused.”

I sighed and scruffed my hair a bit to try and get a clearer sense of what my solid points had been when all this came about, but I couldn’t seem to remember any of them now when Calli was looking at me with flushed cheeks and longing in her blue eyes. I’d already had sex multiple times today, but I couldn’t deny I really, really wanted to explore this side of Calli as soon as possible. If she liked me being authoritative with her, I had numerous years of military training I wouldn’t object to unleashing on the beautiful siren while she writhed beneath me.

But three of my murdery children were staking out my enemies at this moment, and I needed to take care of that problem first. This was all inconvenient enough without the added dilemma of finding time to build enough explosives to bring down the bridge of Ashgor before the Goblin Bluizz.

“Okay,” I finally said as I forced myself to stand and clear my head. “Calli, we’re having sex as soon as I get back. Ruby, come with me to scout out the situation so you can get an idea of how we operate around here. And Nika, please check the troughs while we’re gone so I don’t have to send the boys to do it again. I don’t have any spare time to replace another slaughtered barn’s worth this week.”

Calli nodded diligently as she undressed me with her eyes, and I couldn’t resist sending her my best no-bullshit look just to get her blushing even more. An involuntary moan escaped her lips as she watched me turn my back and head for the door, and it took every ounce of my willpower to keep in step.

The thought of my kids waiting in the trees for me did the trick, though, and I led Ruby to the drawbridge without letting the raging heat in my loins overrun my mental capacity.

Unfortunately, my new dwarven lover was just as distracted as I was.

“You have a very sexy siren wife,” Ruby sighed as we crossed the bridge.

“Yes, I do,” I agreed, and I took long strides to get my blood flowing in the proper direction again.

“Can I watch you two fuck sometime?” Ruby suddenly asked.

I slowed my pace and eyed the petite woman beside me. “You want to watch me have sex with my other wives?”

“Fuck, yeah,” she said as she bit her bottom lip. “I’m turned on just thinking about it.”

“Me, too,” I admitted as I returned the look.

Ruby giggled and wrapped her hand around my arm once more, and she gave a little bounce of excitement as we picked up the pace again.

“Living with you is already the most fun I’ve ever had,” the dwarven woman sighed. “Now, I get to kill humans and pleasure myself while I watch you have sex with the most beautiful siren and goblin I’ve ever seen… this day couldn’t possibly get any better!”

“I’m glad you’re happy here,” I chuckled. “I’m beginning to think we’re all going to thoroughly enjoy having you around.”

Canigo was waiting in sneaky mode for us about a fifteen minutes’ walk from the homestead, and he came into sight with a dagger in hand when we reached their guard perimeter.

“Lead the way, soldier,” I said as Ruby and I approached, and we followed my goblin son along a bend in the river, over a cropping of boulders, and up to a small embankment of pine trees.

Sawsaw and Abby both turned as one when I arrived, and I noticed Sawsaw looked a bit confused about his sister returning after he’d sent her back to safety.

“I know, buddy,” I sighed quietly as I hunkered down and sprawled out on my belly beside him. “Take it up with Calli, though, this is apparently out of my hands. What have we got?”

“Six men, one wolf,” Sawsaw whispered, and he carefully lifted a low-lying branch above our heads.

From the slightly raised embankment of trees, I could look down on the bank of the river, and I saw six burly bounty hunters in sweat stained tunics and leather vambraces who were mulling around a sloppy campsite. They were all about my height with ragged beards and worn-through boots, but my attention was quickly derailed by the weapons they had stacked beside their campfire. There were six flails with iron heads the size of two softballs, and I saw way too many half-drunk bottles of spirits sitting out for only six men.

“Shit,” I muttered as I envisioned all twelve Molotov cocktails flying over the fencing of the fortress. “They might use those bottles of booze to burn us out.”

“Fucking pricks,” Ruby muttered at my side, and Abby let out a quiet giggle of approval.

I couldn’t make out what any of the men were saying from this distance, but three of them were sharpening their daggers with small chunks of what appeared to be granite while another guy prepped some fish they had caught for their supper. He tossed the severed heads over to a scraggly looking wolf of a dog with dense black fur and yellow eyes, and the gnashing of the beast’s stark white teeth sounded like an angry pair of slimy scissors. The last two men were lazily sprawled out on their backs with their hats over their eyes, but they chuckled now and then and added their two cents to the conversation.

I wanted to know if the men had followed any leads to bring them this close, or if this was a coincidence brought on by the villagers’ plan to spread out and cover the land between Hamstead and Buckshire. It seemed unlikely they’d cart so many bottles and flails along without knowing for sure if they were going to come in handy, and it was too soon after the friar’s announcement for them to have already gotten this far south.

On the other hand, if the villagers had shared any information amongst themselves, all bets would be off the table, and I needed to find out how soon we could expect the rest of the mob to arrive.

So, I silently motioned to Sawsaw that I was going to move in, and despite my very clear signal to Abby to stay put, the little siren promptly crawled right after us as we crept down the embankment beneath the cover of the pines.

From our new position, I could just make out the gravelly voices of the men, and I was even less pleased with Abby’s disrespect for order when one of the guys started using phrases no young girl should ever be familiar with.

Ruby’s eyes popped open the moment the word ‘clit’ left their lips, though, and she swiftly put her nimble fingers to work shielding Abby’s ears for me.

“Nah, it’s impossible, they don’t even have normal lady parts,” one of the men with a dagger snorted, “but I sure wouldn’t mind takin’ a peek see just to be sure.”

“Harris said she had real titties,” another man mused before he spat a tarry wad of spit into the grass. “Said they were the biggest he’d ever seen.”

“Horse shit. Goblin’s don’t even have normal arms and legs. You expect me to believe that bastard’s got himself one with tits and--”

“I don’t expect shit,” the other growled. “Harris is a damn drunken fool. I never said I believed a word of what he was spewin’ the other night. But if he thinks the bastard’s hiding out beyond that hill, then that’s where I’m headed.”

My vision suddenly hollowed out as a furious heat prickled across my skull, and I realized the fuckers were talking about Nika, which meant someone had not only located us, but they’d lingered long enough to get an idea of what was going on around the homestead. Then he must have ran straight back to this group to spill the beans.

It might work to my advantage that the man in question was a well-known drunkard, though, and I hoped he’d only made it to this one group of men rather than prattle off his tale at every pub in Hamstead.

The man with the dagger snorted. “Well, if Crazy Ken ain’t over that a way, I’m not hoofin’ it another step until I got me a better lead. I was down in Buckshire a fortnight back, and I saw that weasel Torrance tryin’ to beg a few silver off the guys at the lumber yard.”

“Fuckin’ rat,” one of the loungers growled. Then he tipped his hat back a bit and sat up. “You wanna head out there, I’ll join ye’. Heard he’s got a pretty daughter who never learned the ways of the world if you know what I mean.”

The man’s comrades let out a filthy chuckle that caused heat to prickle across my skull, and I recalled the blushing young lady who tried gaining my affection the first day I arrived. She was only sixteen and a lanky thing, and I knew damn well what the bastards on the riverbank had in store for the poor girl.

“Ahh, Torrance don’t know shit,” the man with the fish grumbled. “He been beat on so many times now there ain’t nothin’ worth doing to the man. Been through it all by now, I reckon, but the girl ain’t a bad bet. If anything, we’d all get a good bit of fun out of her before she was useless.”

Their cackles hit me like a flaming brick in my stomach, and I realized my hand had slid to my M17 without me realizing.

Sawsaw caught the gesture and reached for his hatchet, but I quickly shook my head.

Ruby’s shock caused her hands to slide from Abby’s ears at some point, and the two sat pale-faced and furious beside me while the men carried on for a minute or two more about Torrance’s family.

From the sound of it, the poor man hadn’t been forgotten in the least. They’d lost another home to a fire from an angry mob of villagers, been run out of Buckshire to the outskirts of the forest, had their cattle slaughtered and strewn around their fields more than once, and even been forced to beg for scraps since the soil for their crops kept getting doused in a poisonous tincture of belladonna during the night.

I sat in horror as I listened to the men guffaw over everything Torrance and his family had suffered because of me, and knowing the young girl was now shunned out of society and the two boys beaten any chance someone could catch them made my stomach churn. I’d considered the villagers my own enemies for a while now, but now they disgusted me as much as they did Nika.

And worse, they’d soon know all about my beautiful goblin wife thanks to the drunkard Harris. For all I knew, two dozen men as lecherous as this crew were already heading this way while they mused about my wife’s tits and clit like a pack of filthy fucks.

My fury at the notion almost convinced me I should scale the boulders right then and shove my M17 right up each of their asses in turn, but having my kids around me kept me somewhat sane.

So, I waited the men out until I could get the information I needed, and once the lounger finally finished harping on about Torrance’s daughter, the group discussed their plan to rest up until second sundown and then make their way up river to try to locate the homestead.

This meant I had about five hours to decide exactly what I was going to do to each of them.

I signaled for the others to fall back, and once we’d all crept out of hearing range of the bounty hunters on the bank, I rose to my full height and helped Ruby and Abby to do the same.

“That fucker with the hat dies first,” Ruby growled as her hazel eyes burned into mine.

“No, he dies last,” Abby whispered, and her tone was ominously cryptic for a two-week-old sort of six-year-old. “Only after he has seen what we’ve done to the others, and felt true fear, will we slowly tear him into little bloody pieces. He will suffer the worst of all, right, Daddy?”

I raised my eyebrows and stared at my little girl while these words left her mouth, and the spark of utter rage in her big brown eyes did much more than unsettle me.

It completely hollowed out the part of my brain where all of my notions about fatherhood resided.

The only thing that remained was the fact I loved my little girl more than anything under the two suns, and if she wanted to make every man from Buckshire to Hamstead suffer, then damn it, I was gonna see she got the chance.

“Good idea, sweetie,” I heard myself say from some very distant place. “If you want to kill the bastard slow and painful, then you go right ahead. Make your old man proud.”

“You are the best daddy,” the beautiful little girl said as she threw her small arms around me. “I have a really fun plan. Can I tell you all about it?”
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Chapter 9

Sawsaw, Shitter, Canigo, and Ruby were posted with me behind the cropping of boulders again by the time the second sun set, and I kept my eyes trained on the shadowy current of the river while the six men packed up their camp.

Abby had some pretty decent ideas about how she’d like to make them all suffer, and this time, I listened to her every word while I offered a few tidbits of sage advice. Sawsaw was initially very upset about me allowing his sister to join us, but as the little siren began detailing her plans, a look of pride came to his green face, and that was the end of his concerns.

So, now we all waited for the signal with Abby’s plan in mind, and even though it was more elaborate than I might have gone for, she really wanted to get creative for her first try.

I still had a hefty dose of anxiety pulsing through my veins, but it was mixed with a heady amount of fatherly anticipation. I felt like my little girl was about to stand up in front of an auditorium and give her first solo performance, and I was the dad in the front row cheering way too loud and embarrassing the hell out of her.

Except I was actually lurking behind a pile of boulders, and I wasn’t going to cheer so much as murder the guy who prepared the fish because he was standing closest to me.

That’s what my little girl wanted me to do first.

When I saw a hint of blonde hair break the surface of the river, I couldn’t help but grin from ear to ear at the determination in Abby’s eyes. She silently swam to the riverbank while the men remained oblivious, and although I saw her lips moving, I couldn’t hear any of the words she sang. The only sign of their effect was in the behavior of the wolf.

The beast’s yellow eyes darted directly to Abby, and he abruptly stood from where he’d been sitting and made his way over to the little siren. I saw him dip his head low when he reached the riverbank, and Abby cupped her hands around her mouth to whisper into his ear. The wolf’s tail began to wag as my daughter smiled, and then she promptly disappeared beneath the surface of the water again.

The moment the beast’s yellow eyes turned back toward the men, I knew phase one was complete. There was a predatory glint there that caught in the flames of the campfire, and a low and guttural growl started deep in the wolf-hound’s chest.

The six burly men jumped up and scanned their surroundings for whatever threat the beast was alerting them to, but what they hadn’t caught on to was the fact that they were now the threat.

The wolf began to prowl a circle around the group as his hackles rose, and one by one, the bounty hunters realized the issue.

“The hell is wrong with your mutt, Fritz?” one of the men demanded nervously. “Rein him in, will ye’? I don’t like the look on his face.”

“What’s gotten into you?” Fritz grumbled at the dog, and he moved to give him a solid kick to the chest.

Abby’s head popped up from the water a split second before the man’s blow connected, and when her eyes met mine, she gave a nod just as the wolf’s jaws clamped down on Fritz’s boot.

“Fucking hell, you shit-stupid dog, let go!” Fritz ordered, but that was the last thing he had time to say.

My goblin sons sprang up over the boulder while the men were distracted with the ornery wolf, and they made sure to let out a battle cry of “Abby time!” at the little siren’s request.

Sawsaw landed on one of their backs to bury his hatchet in the man’s chest cavity, and Shitter and Canigo herded another away from the group to tag team him. They ran in cackling circles while they sliced at his legs left and right with their little daggers, and they managed to keep him locked in their deadly enclosure no matter what he tried to do to get away.

The shocked yelps of the men as Sawsaw began tearing into them mingled with the maniacal cackles and growls of my sons, but Ruby and I took our sweet time strolling out of the shadows into the sudden mayhem.

“That’s him! That’s Crazy Ken!” one of the men gasped as he stumbled toward the pile of flails, but he stepped right into the fire in his haste, and while he yowled and stamped his flaming boot out, a sadistic grin came to my face.

“Hiya, boys,” I said in a low voice.

Then I pulled my broadsword out, and Ruby lunged forward to buckle the klutzy guy’s knees for me before he could react. The gaping shock on his face froze in place as I slit his throat in one swipe, and Ruby planted her boot in his chest to tip him back into the fire.

The wolf was busy ripping Fritz’ stomach open for him by now, and Sawsaw joined in to turn the man’s face into a Jell-O salad with his hatchet.

Everything was going according to plan, and when the man in the hat grabbed two flails and tossed one to his comrade, he turned to brace himself in front of me.

“No, not yet,” I told the man as I waved him off. “I promised my daughter she could make you suffer. Hey, Sawsaw! Phase three, buddy.”

“Your daughter?” The man looked half insulted and half confused at my words, but Sawsaw immediately abandoned his butchering at my summons.

My son faded out of sight in an instant, and the man in the hat never saw him coming. The goblin boy tackled the bounty hunter with the strength of three linebackers. The force of the collision sent the flail flying out of the man’s hand, and he was flattened to the ground several feet away. Unfortunately, the flail struck his buddy in the head, but it wasn’t hard enough to do much more than knock him out, which wasn’t technically part of the plan. I figured he’d come around eventually so we could move on to phase four, but in the meantime, the man in the hat gasped desperately as he laid pinned beneath Sawsaw, who had reappeared with a deadly scowl on his face.

Then my son wrenched the man’s head back by his chin, and he forced him to watch his goblin-brothers take out their own victim’s Achilles tendons.

With a screech of pain, the sliced up bounty hunter dropped to his already bloody knees, and my sons flattened him under their weight to start carving little hearts and stars into his flesh. The man shook violently as he wailed in agony, but Shitter just rolled his eyes at the man’s caterwauling, and he eventually stuffed a wad of the man’s own torn flesh into his mouth to shut him up. Now, only the greedy laughter of Shitter and Canigo rose up in the night, and it mingled with the grizzly gnashing of the wolf’s teeth.

Just beside them, the beast was thoroughly enjoying some intestines a la Fritz, and I could hear the man in the hat retching over it all while Sawsaw pried his eyelids open for him.

I turned my attention to the unconscious man who was coming to and straining to stand, and he dragged his flail with him while he rubbed his head.

“You came to kill me and my family,” I growled as I walked toward the man.

“You fucking asshole.” Ruby followed at my side with an adorable threatening glint in her hazel eyes.

“You are a monster lover!” the man screamed as he stepped away from my new wife and me, but he didn’t realize I was herding him toward the edge of the river.

Right where my daughter wanted him.

The bounty hunter’s face was pale with terror as he white-knuckled the shaft of his flail and swung frantically in front of him. Then his knees began to tremble in earnest when Shitter decided to go off script and cut out his prey’s eyeballs while he was still alive.

“You crazy fuck,” the man whimpered. “You’re gonna get yours for this, you mark me on that! I’ll go straight to the duke and--”

“Kind of hard to go to the duke without any fucking legs,” Ruby snorted.

“Wha… I-I got legs?” he stammered as he glanced down to check.

“Had legs,” I corrected, and Abby lurched out from the blackened water like a dolphin and swung my axe straight at the man’s knee.

With one vicious blow, his calf was completely disconnected from his body, and then the wolf jumped over Fritz’s remains with a bounding leap and brought the last man crashing to the ground on the riverbank.

As he grappled with the jaws of the beast, I tossed my dagger to Abby, and the little siren caught it deftly before she pulled herself onto the shore and locked the man’s other leg in place.

Then she began sawing just beneath the kneecap like I’d taught her, and as the bounty hunter’s terrified screams reached piercing heights, the smell of urine began to waft over from the man in the hat.

“Sawsaw, make sure the one you are working on has got a good view over there,” I told my son, and Sawsaw nodded as he yanked the man’s head painfully to the side so he had to watch Abby at work.

The little siren’s purple fin curled daintily beneath her like a cheerleader while she hacked away, and even though the sight of blood spraying up all over her arms initially made my gut clench, I had to admire her precision.

The bottom half of the man’s leg popped right off once she had her initial cuts in place, and she ordered the wolf to start eating his arms while she moved on to his ears.

Shitter and Canigo seemed to have lost interest in their prey once he went unconscious, and after they stabbed his heart and lungs about twenty times each, they came over and joined Sawsaw. Abby nodded at their questioning gazes, and then the two goblin-boys started removing the man’s boots.

His yelps became louder with every toe they cut off, and I chuckled and shook my head when Abby giggled her approval.

Calli hadn’t been wrong, sirens really were impressive at this age, and it was clear Abby was made for this kind of brutality. When she got tired of sawing, the little siren cast her dagger aside and used her teeth instead, and she viciously tore the man’s nose off his face before joining the wolf in chewing his arms to bits.

At this point, it seemed like my kids pretty much had this mess handled, so I nudged Ruby and motioned to the men’s packs. Then the two of us began rummaging to see what goodies they had for us today.

We found more sacks of chewing tobacco than we did of anything else, but there were also a few ruddy pouches of silver coins between the six of them, and three war hammers with deadly iron spikes at one end of the maul. Ruby let out an impressed whistle when she pulled a gleaming obsidian blade from one of the packs, and after testing its edge, I didn’t doubt it could decapitate something as large as a horse with enough force applied.

“What the fuck?” Ruby muttered, and I glanced over to see her pulling out a pronged device I’d only ever seen in museums, and I recognized the pack was the same one the man in the hat had been readying before we attacked.

“For fucks sake,” I muttered as I retrieved the device, and I brought it over to the man in the hat.

If he wanted to pack a weapon like that while he hunted for my family, then he’d be the one to suffer the consequences.

His head was limp in a pool of vomit by now while Shitter sawed his foot off at the ankle, but I gave him a rousing kick to the shoulder to bring him groaning back to life.

“Hey, shit stain, open wide. I wanna teach my son a thing or two about this little toy you saw fit to bring along.”

“Sawsaw?” my eldest son asked curiously. He was boredly perched on the man’s back like nothing interesting was going on, and I motioned for him to give me a hand since his ward clearly had little strength left in him.

“It’s a torture device,” I explained as I handed it over. “You force his mouth open and clamp his tongue between those two metal plates, and then you tighten the screw connected to those prongs on the other end to tighten the hold. Give it a go.”

This brought the bounty hunter back to his senses enough to frantically bury his face in his pool of vomit, but Sawsaw was stronger, and once he had the man’s head turned to the side again, he planted his foot on the side of his face to hold him steady.

“How’s it going over there, Abby?” I checked in.

“Good, Daddy!” Abby said with a bloody smile. “This one’s dead, so I’m gonna help my brothers with torturing the evil man as soon as I wash up.”

“Alright, sweetie, but don’t take too long,” I chuckled. “We still have to dispose of these bodies in the underdark, and I promised Nika we wouldn’t be late for dinner. She’s making pancakes to celebrate your first kill.”

Abby’s smile bloomed into one of sheer delight, and she gave a happy clap as she rolled her tailfin so she could tumble back into the river.

I laughed and turned to find Ruby crouched near the fireside, and she had a piece of parchment unrolled in the dirt in front of her.

“What do these markings say?” she asked. “I can only read Dwarvish.”

“Let’s take a look,” I replied, and I sat beside her to pull the parchment closer while Shitter and Canigo started chuckling to themselves over whatever they were doing to the man in the hat.

“It’s a picture of you,” Ruby said as she tapped on the crude drawing. “Or so I think.”

“Well, that’s a much better interpretation than the last one,” I chuckled. “They still got my hair all wrong, but it’s probably on account of the wigs. This is called a wanted poster, which is what it says up at the top there.”

Ruby scrunched her brows together. “Wanted to do what?”

“For what,” I corrected as I scanned the parchment. “They’re saying I’m wanted by his majesty the king for… ah, here it is. Abominable fraternization, swindling, fraudulent representation, inspiring public terror, and blatant sin.”

I had to laugh at this last one.

“Have you really done all of those things?” Ruby asked, and I caught a hint of awe in her admiring gaze.

“I don’t recall swindling anyone, I pay my share like anyone else,” I admitted, “and sin is really a matter of perspective, but you can see what they’re getting at. I’m the biggest baddy in town, basically. That’s why the price on the poster is so high. It says six-hundred gold to anyone who can bring me in dead or alive. Then it just lists my known aliases.”

I grinned at the lineup and decided I would have to keep up the game if only to enjoy seeing the likes of Indiana Jones, Boba Fett, and Han Solo branded as wanted men for their blatant sin.

Then the sound of the man in the hat’s tongue smooshing to pulp caught my attention, and I looked over to see Sawsaw prodding at the gooey remains like a boy in a muddy puddle.

“What do you think?” I called, and my eldest son nodded his approval.

“Sawsaw likes.”

“Then it’s yours,” I replied. “Use it well, son, but do me a favor and never let your little brothers play with it. They can hurt themselves.”

“Yes, Da,” Sawsaw agreed, and he picked up the tongue crusher to admire the mechanics of it while Abby began scalping the unconscious man at his feet.

“Five more minutes, kids,” I told my bloody brood. “Then we’re heading out.”

None of them glanced up from their mutilating, but they nodded their agreement and began slicing a bit faster.

Ruby and I consolidated our loot into one of the men’s packs, and we stowed it all in the grove of pines to pick up on our way back. Then we set to work clearing the campsite of any signs of the bounty hunters. I wanted it to look as if they never existed in case anyone else followed the drunkard Harris’ instructions, and if it was too obvious we’d butchered them here, the villagers would have enough proof of my whereabouts to bring the whole king’s guard down here.

The air had that sweet smell of a coming rain, though, so the blood would probably be less discernible by morning, and the wolf was helping clean up the scraps of flesh and sinew that were strewn around the grass.

Ruby and I began stuffing the severed body parts in the remaining packs, and I had my sons start on cutting a couple of the bodies into thirds so they’d fit more easily. Abby was just finishing skinning the man in the hat’s entire back by the time we gathered the other remains, and she let out a disappointed sigh when I told her it was really time to go now.

“But Daddy, I wanted to remove his teeth to make a pretty necklace,” she said with a pout.

“Then you’ll have to choose,” I told her as I crossed my arms. “Necklace of teeth, or pancake dinner.”

“Pancake dinner!” she giggled. “It’s my favorite, and I’m sure I’ll get more human teeth another day!”

“Good choice,” I chuckled. “Hand me that dagger so I can clean it off, and then you can swim back to the homestead, but don’t dilly-dally for anything, understood? Straight home. I know your mom is probably swimming circles waiting for you to tell her everything.”

“Okay,” Abby agreed happily, and she made a few kissy noises toward the wolf.

“Wait, we’re keeping the dog?” I asked uneasily.

“We have to,” she insisted. “He’s such a good boy, and I already named him.”

“What’s his name?”

“Handsome,” she said proudly and batted her eyes at the shaggy beast.

I considered his bloody snout and piercing yellow eyes, and then I shrugged.

“Yeah, alright, that works,” I allowed. “Bring Handsome with you, he can be your new killing buddy. And by the way, you did really well today, sweetie. This was weirdly violent and very creative. Plus, you utilized the individual strengths of your soldiers which is a smart move. I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks, Daddy!” Abby giggled, and she wriggled her way toward the bank to dive into the river with Handsome following close behind.

I watched the two paddle into the shadows, and I let out a sigh of contentment. They really do grow up so fast.

“Ready to get rid of these bodies?” Ruby asked as she came over to my side.

“Yep,” I replied, “Abby’s guy is mostly cut down enough to fit in that last pack, I’ve just gotta sever the head, and we’re good to go.”

“I’ll get it,” Ruby offered, and she pulled my broadsword from my sheath with a smirk.

While Ruby chopped the man in the hat’s head off, I finished filling the packs, and once all of the body parts were cleared away, each of my sons strapped a pack to their backs to help haul them away.

“Here, let me help you with that,” I mumbled when I saw Ruby struggling to lift hers. With the dead guy inside, the pack was as big as Ruby’s entire torso and hung halfway down her thighs, but she stubbornly bit her lip as she wrestled to get the straps secured on her little shoulders.

Then I let go, and Ruby tipped straight backward and fell with a squiggy flop onto the pack. She laughed her ass off as she splayed there like a flipped beetle, and I couldn’t help admiring the ridiculous sight for a moment before I finally managed to get her upright again.

“This day has been fucking fantastic,” she laughed as I tried to wipe the blood off her ass and thighs, but it was hard to do while also trying to keep her standing.

“I’m glad you’re enjoying it,” I chuckled. “Here, hold still for a second so I can--shit.”

Ruby swayed the moment I let go, and her arms flailed as she burst out laughing all over again and tumbled backward. She rolled head over heels until she reached the river bank, and when Sawsaw and I got to her, I could hear her adorable giggles through the bloody mud all over her face.

“Okay, I’ll carry the pack,” I snorted, “mine’s not too heavy for me anyways. You just try not to swallow any entrails.”

Ruby spat and grinned up at me. “That’d probably be best.”

Then she returned the rogue head that had tumbled out of her pack, and we all set off beneath the red light of a rising moon to head for the underdark.

It was already a waxing gibbous, which reminded me of the fast approaching Goblin Bluizz, but for most of the walk, my mind wasn’t focused on explosives or flaming arenas of death.

I thought about Torrance and the hideous things he’d endured, and with every step, my resolve became firmly set. If the villagers hadn’t left the poor man alone in all this time, and I needed a genuine local on my side to help out, then there was only one solution. It would mean another day’s delay in prepping for the Goblin Bluizz, but it had to be done as soon as possible before any other villagers got to the man or his kids.

By the time we were shaking the bloody remains of the bounty hunters out of the packs in the tunnels of the underdark, I had a plan in place with only a couple questionable holes.

The main hole: how does a man welcome another man into his home while casually building an army of monster children to destroy his enemies?
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Chapter 10

“And no raw meat!” I said as I suddenly realized how unappetizing this would be to Torrance’s family. “You can cut up a bit for the kids’ individual plates and kinda tuck it between the rest of their food, but don’t serve up any freshly skinned lambs or anything like that. Humans aren’t used to that sort of thing.”

“No fresh carcasses and no pitchers of blood,” Nika mumbled as she furrowed her brow to remember my orders. “And you’re certain the little boys need utensils to eat? It’s really so much healthier for growing boys to eat like wildlings, you know, and they’re already seven years old! They must be so stunted in their development if they’ve been using utensils all this time.”

“No, they’ll be better off with utensils,” I assured her. “Torrance will appreciate the gesture. It’s hard enough adjusting to having monsters around the dinner table without being expected to behave like them, too. Let’s just work on respecting all of our differences, okay?”

“Whatever you think is best, Ken Jewell,” Nika said with a nod, “but what if they do not want to come and live with us? They could be very stupid and not understand how smart the plan is. Humans are like that.”

“They have to come here,” I sighed as I scruffed my new wig to try and get it to sit more naturally. “It’s the only solution that will ensure their safety once and for all. I just need to kind of… lure them in.”

“Mmm, and then what?” Nika moaned as she bit her lip.

She loved luring.

“Then I’ll have to fess up,” I chuckled, “but hopefully we’ll be close enough to the homestead that it’ll be too late to turn back, and they’ll give me a chance to explain everything.”

“You deserve every chance to explain anything,” Nika agreed. “You are much too smart to be ignored.”

“Thanks, honey,” I said with a smirk. “Now, I gave Ruby her instructions so she’ll be in the back field laying out the plans for their new house while I’m gone. You and Calli just focus on getting the homestead ready, and please… don’t let the sons get all bloody, alright?”

“No blood, no blood, no blood,” Nika griped and pouted. “You are not so much fun when you worry about what humans think, you know.”

“Yeah, look at me being the party-pooper,” I said as I pulled her in for a kiss.

I was already making my way south toward Buckshire when the second sun rose, and Charlie nickered happily while I chatted with him from my seat in the cart. I kind of got the impression he was trash talking my new wig, but I didn’t take much offense because I really wasn’t a fan of the blonde look either. Calliope’s hair was so long she could spare plenty for Nika to make me a different wig, so now I had a soft, honey blonde mop on my head that coiffed to the side in a way that made me feel like Brad Pitt in his fluffy nineties-era style.

After explaining my issues with the look, I gave Charlie my best Bowie impression for most of the ride south, but eventually, I couldn’t even take myself seriously anymore. Plus, the difficulties of the task ahead refused to leave the forefront of my mind, so I took to brooding over how I was going to handle the conversation with Torrance instead.

“I need you on your best behavior when we find Torrance’s farm,” I told Charlie as I scanned the rolling hills around me. “It’s a long shot, but maybe a charming horse will sway their attention away from my sons running the sheep down and gnawing their legs off.”

Charlie tossed his head, and I nodded my agreement.

“Hey, I’m just spitballing,” I muttered.

At first, I took a straight path from the homestead over the hills since I knew Torrance was supposed to be off the beaten path, but after a while of aimless wandering, I turned back toward the road to try a different approach. I was hoping I might pass a stray local along the dusty road who could give me an idea of Torrance’s whereabouts, but so far it looked like I was the earliest to rise in these parts, and I wondered if today was this world’s equivalent of a Saturday. I’d been tallying the extra-long days in seven-day increments out of habit since I arrived, but I’d never heard anyone mentioning days of the week when I went into town. At least, if they did, I didn’t notice.

Either way, the most I had to go off was that Torrance was somewhere near the forest which spanned dozens of miles beyond both Hamstead and Buckshire. He also wouldn’t be likely to have a very nice place given what I’d overheard about the treatment his family had endured lately, which meant none of the extensive three barn lots around me were his.

I didn’t want to travel too far into Buckshire if I could avoid it, and it was just starting to look like I might have no choice when I heard some scuffing boots not too far off. Then I saw a cloud of dust kicking up beyond the hill Charlie was headed up.

The four men who came into view were about as rugged as the six we’d butchered the night before, and judging by the swords on their hips, I decided they were another group of bounty hunters heading north to scout the land for any signs of me.

“Mornin’,” one of the men mumbled as they passed.

None of them spared more than half a glance in my direction, so at least my new blonde coif was doing its job. Which meant I might have found the perfect group to give me the information I needed.

I cleared my throat and reined Charlie in as I turned in my seat. “Say, you got a bit of time?”

“What for?” one man grunted.

“I’m looking for someone. Thought you might be able to point me in the right direction.”

“Ain’t we all,” the man chuckled. “You after Crazy Ken, too, I reckon?”

“Sure am,” I said with a grin. “I’ve been covering the eastern hills for the last couple days, but I don’t much feel like hoofin’ it any further until I get me a better lead.”

“Don’t tell him shit,” another man muttered. “He got a cart and all. Means he’ll cover more ground and get them silver ‘fore we do.”

I nodded to show I’d easily overheard the man.

“If it makes any difference, I’m not looking for Ken today,” I admitted. “I’m after a man who goes by the name of Torrance. Older fella, few kids. You know him?”

That got all their attention, and the men chuckled mirthlessly as they retraced their steps to gather near the cart.

“Oh, we know Torrance, alright,” a man replied with a sinister grin. “Whipped them two boys of his real good not too long back.”

I forced a smile of my own. “Shame. I had the same in mind.”

“Aw, don’t worry, we left plenty of hide,” the man assured me, and the whole group fell into knee-slapping laughter. “Tell ye’ what, you ought to try and nab that daughter of his if you can. She’s a real wily one, we ain’t been able to get at her yet. Keeps hiding from us.”

“Good to know,” I replied as I forced the smile to stay on my face.

Fuck these assholes.

“What’s your name, friend?” the man asked, and he wiped a few tears of laughter from his eyes.

“Tyler,” I said as I offered my hand. “Tyler Durden. I work for a lord in the far north, but before I got into the bounty business, I made soap.”

“What kinda soap?” one man asked as he scrunched up his nose, and from the look of his face and clothes, the man had probably never used a bar.

“All sorts of kinds,” I said with a shrug.

“Say,” the man mused, “was that you with the goat’s milk soap? Real fancy sign and the pretty lady at the front counter?”

“That’s the one,” I said, and I tried not to smirk at the lucky coincidence. “My wife’s still running the business with our kids, but other prospects came up, so here I am.”

“Yeah, my brother’s girl loves that soap of yours,” he said with a nod. “Real swanky, I hear. Ain’t no man’s business makin’ soap, though, if you ask me.”

“The operation took off more than I expected,” I chuckled. “I was just toying around to be honest, then I got in with a group of men who wanted in on the business, and things really took off from there.”

“That’s what I oughta do,” one of the men sighed as he swiped the sweat from his brow. “This Crazy Ken deal sounded like a quick fix, but that son of a bitch is harder to find than I thought.”

“Ahh, we’ll get his ass,” I assured the man. “He probably headed south of Buckshire is what I figure. Pretty much all the land from Hamstead south has been covered ten times over now, but who knows what wilds are in the south? The man probably set up shop miles away from here, and no one’s thinking to look beyond what’s known to them.”

The men furrowed their brows thoughtfully.

“Tyler Durden, you make a hell of a point there,” one of them admitted. “Why would a monster-lovin’ bastard hang around these parts when he knows he’s a wanted man?”

“I know I wouldn’t,” I scoffed. “If it was me, I’d follow this road all the way south. Find somewhere with an entrance to the underdark and carry on without a care in the world.”

A couple of the men spit their furious agreement into the dust.

“Betcha that’s just what he done,” one man growled. “I heard the underdark ain’t got no beginning or end to it. Who’s to say Crazy Ken’s gotta stick around these parts to get at his filthy little friends down there?”

I nodded conspiratorially as the men all fell into deep thought, and I noticed the toes of their boots were gradually turning back south as they shuffled and contemplated my suggestion. Once I was sure they had nearly convinced themselves to head south of Buckshire, I let out an exhausted sigh.

“Well, best of luck to you boys if you do venture south,” I said. “As for me, my lord won’t give me leave beyond the borders of Buckshire, so I’ll probably just whip on Torrance a bit and wander back north. Maybe there’s a side road I missed.”

“Yeah, you do that, Tyler,” the man closest to me urged. “You cover the ground north a ways, I’m sure it’ll turn up something. I think we will take a gander south. Don’t expect much, but it’s worth a try. By the way, Torrance’s place is about a mile yonder. You get to the burnt-up oak and take a left, you can’t miss it. Looks like a pig sty, but mind the broken glass with that horse of yours.”

“I sure will,” I said. “Thanks for the help, boys. Safe travels.”

The men tipped their hats to me as I snapped my reins to get Charlie going, and when I came to a burnt-up oak, I finally risked a glance over my shoulder. The dust from the men’s boots was billowing up in the distance, and it looked like they were headed straight south into Buckshire again.

“That oughtta keep them busy for a few weeks,” I muttered to myself. Then I eyed the burnt tree and the dozen or so words carved into the charred remains. Most of them implied heathens crossed by this way, but a few gave lengthy suggestions of what Torrance and his family deserved, while others brazenly shared what had already been done.

I shook my head and got Charlie going a bit faster, and we followed the rocky path until it disappeared into brambles and old brown grass. Another ten minutes on brought the edge of the forest into view, and I could just make out a squat brown structure in the shadows of the first line of trees.

It looked like whatever fencing had been put up was mostly burnt away or torn down, and the two small fields on either side of the structure were wilted with weeds and deadened crops. There wasn’t any livestock in sight, and I would’ve assumed the whole lot was abandoned years ago if it wasn’t for the small bit of bluish smoke that came from a crooked chimney.

I brought Charlie to a stop yards away so I wouldn’t startle the family too much, and after I retrieved two sacks from the back of the cart, I left the horse tied to a burnt up fence post and made my way toward the shack.

Which is what it was, really. Only four shabby walls, a rickety door, and boarded up windows made up Torrance’s new home, but as I came within ear shot, I could make out a few voices through the shoddy wooden walls.

I recognized Torrance’s good-natured chuckle and his sons’ enthusiastic tale-telling. There was even a light giggle now and then from the daughter, and I stood and smiled for a moment to hear the merriment of the small family before I raised my hand to knock at the door.

All the merriment immediately ceased, and there was an abrupt scuttling of feet and what sounded like a chair tipping over in their haste. Then silence fell, and I furrowed my brow.

“Torrance?” I called quietly as I leaned close to the rickety door, but no one answered. “Don’t worry, it’s Ken. Open up.”

Again, there wasn’t a sound, and I ruffled my blonde coif a bit as I considered the man had no reason to believe me. He probably thought it was a trap after the year he’d been having.

“Alright, fair enough,” I finally continued. “How about this? Uh… when we first met, and you dragged me out of the water, I asked you where the hell I was. You told me I was in your boat.”

I couldn’t help smirking at the recollection.

There was another long moment of silence, but then I heard the light creaking of a floorboard followed by some strange sounds at the door, which I eventually realized were nails being pried out of wood.

When the door opened, only one of Torrance’s brown eyes and half of his withered face appeared in the crack. Then his eye went wide, and he opened it the rest of the way.

His other eye was black with a bruise, and his face had some dried scabs on it.

“Well, I’ll be… ” Torrance said with surprise. “Never thought I’d be seeing you again, tell you the truth.”

“Neither did I,” I admitted. “I thought if I stayed away, the villagers might leave your family in peace, but I recently discovered that hasn’t been the case. May I come in?”

“Surely, come right on in,” Torrance said at once. “Apologies for the state of the place, we haven’t had much time to… ”

He trailed off, and when I took a glance around the single room shack, I could understand why. From the looks of it, there wasn’t anything Torrance could have done to improve the place. It was empty save for a table and four chairs, all of which had uneven legs, a small central hearth, two beat up pans, and mounds of straw bedding in the furthest corner. The floorboards were poorly laid out so a draft wafted up from underfoot, and judging by the dirty woolen blankets draped on the chairs, I assumed it must always be this chilly in the shadows of the forest’s edge.

My friend was living in squalor, and I had to let out a long breath to keep down the anger building in my stomach. He didn’t deserve this for helping me, and I wanted revenge on those who had harassed the gentle man and his loving family.

“We aren’t expecting friendly guests, is all.” Torrance scratched his chin and sent me an apologetic smile.

“Mind if I sit?” I sighed as I gestured to one of the poorly made chairs.

“Oh, yeah!” the man agreed graciously, but then he took a few minutes to nail two planks across the door again before joining me at the lopsided table.

“Where are your kids?” I asked as I glanced around the empty room.

“Sorry about that,” he muttered with some chagrin after he finished nailing the boards in. “What can I help you out with?”

He didn’t answer my question, but that was okay. I knew he’d do anything to protect them. Just like I’d do anything to protect my kids.

“Torrance.” I let out a sigh and looked the man in the eye. “I’m the one who should be sorry.”

“Not at all, not at all,” he insisted. “Can I get you some tea? I think we’ve got a few leaves around here somewhere. I can boil up some--”

“Torrance, let me just say this, alright?” I interrupted, and the man nodded with some confusion. “You were beyond kind to drag me up into your boat that day I fell through the portal, but then you went the extra mile by bringing me into your beautiful home and treating me like a friend. You had the best of intentions, and none of us could have guessed what Granhelga was going to say that day. I’m truly sorry your family has been treated the way you have, and if you’ll let me, I’m here to make it up to you as much as I can. Starting with an offer of a house to live in.”

That’s when a trap door in the floor flew open, and Torrance’s two sons thrust their heads out of a hole in the ground.

“Pop?” one of them asked, but the other glanced at me with a wide smile on his face.

“Ehhh, boys.” Torrance sent me another apologetic look. “Pardon the intrusion. They don’t much like being in the hide-away for long.”

“It’s perfectly alright,” I chuckled. “How are you, boys?”

“That’s not Ken,” one of them said as he narrowed his eyes at me in suspicion.

“Oh sorry, this is just a wig,” I told him, and I pulled my blonde coif away to prove myself to the young man. “Better?”

“Yes!” the two cried in unison, and they scrambled out to join us at the table.

I was about to chat with them as they took turns trying the wig on, but a gasp came from the blackened hole in the ground, and Torrance’s daughter suddenly popped up next with her gray-blue eyes the size of a silver dollar.

“It’s you!” she said breathlessly as she climbed out of the hole. “You’re really here.”

“Hello,” I said as I nodded at her.

“Hiiiii, Ken,” she murmured, blushed, and then she cleared her throat as she looked down at her feet. She didn’t have shoes on, and her cute feet were dirty from dust and mud.

All three of the kids were too skinny, too dirty, and too pale.

It was hard to focus now because the striking difference in the kids since the last time I saw them made my heart ache, and I wondered if the sad state of them was what made Torrance look ten years older now, or if this was a result of those scars all down his arms.

“Mind your manners, boys,” Torrance preached. “Show some hospitality.”

The boys rolled their eyes and sat up a little straighter, but this only made the ill-fitting clothes sit more awkwardly on their gangly frames.

“You remember my sons, Maximus and Markus?” Torrance asked politely.

“Sure do,” I assured him. “How have you boys been?”

“Terrible,” Maximus said, but the look his father sent him turned his story around in a flash. “We’re just fine, sir. How are you?”

“I’m alright. I hope you’re keeping your heads up.”

“Naw, if you stand too tall, they notice you and snatch you faster,” Markus pointed out, and I tried to smile despite the vise in my gut.

“That’s smart thinking,” I told him before I turned to his sister. “And how have you been… Maggie, is it? Margery?”

The daughter blanched with disappointment when I looked her way, and both of her brothers snorted in amusement.

“M-Matilda,” she mumbled. “Don’t you remember me?”

“Of course, I do, sweetie. I’m sorry. I knew it started with an M.”

“That’s perfectly alright.” The girl melted into a deeper blush. “Perfectly fine, I completely understand. And I’m doing very well, sir, thank you for asking. It’s so good of you to think of me.”

I cleared my throat and nodded.

The pretty girl clearly needed a more wholesome diet to restore the state of her ashen skin, but overall, the biggest change was she wasn’t whispering like a little waif every time she spoke to me anymore. She was actually deliriously bright eyed, and her rigid posture and babbling gentility made me decide it was probably best I didn’t talk to her too much more in case she got the wrong idea.

“So, anyway, Torrance,” I muttered. “As I was saying, I’d like to make up for the difficulties your family have suffered on account of you welcoming me into your home.”

“No, sir,” Torrance said, and all of his children deflated. “No making up needed, we’re a hardworking and honest lot, and we’ll get by just fine. Never you mind. Got the blessed summer coming on, and I reckon the crops will turn around alright with a bit of attention from my old green thumb.”

“Pop, they’re not growing back,” Maximus sighed with a scowl, “and even if they did, we’d die of poisoning to eat what you’ve got out there now. You know that as well as I do.”

“Now, that’s no way to think in trying times,” Torrance scolded. “A man’s got to be tried to reach his potential sometimes, that’s all.”

“Wise words, Torrance.” I managed half a smile.

The boys rolled their eyes and slumped, and I didn’t miss the angry growl one of their stomachs let out.

“Now, I do appreciate your kindness, Ken, but I can’t accept no charity,” Torrance continued solemnly. “Ain’t your fault Granhelga said what she did, and there isn’t any apology necessary between us. I’m just glad to see those brutes haven’t gotten to you yet, to be honest. They’re a right mean bunch.”

I already knew he was a salt of the earth type of man with an endless store of kindness, but his humbleness floored me, and I tried to imagine how any man who endured not only his own suffering, but the suffering of his children, could maintain such a sense of decency.

“Torrance,” I said firmly, and I braced my elbows on the table as I clasped my hands, “I truly don’t have words to express how much I respect you and your stance on this, but I’m afraid I have to insist. The truth is, I came across a group of six men last night, and I don’t want to get into too much detail about the encounter, but they mentioned you and your family.”

“They’re coming for us?” Maximus squeaked.

“No, I made sure they weren’t going to be coming after you ever again,” I replied, “but the things they said… Torrance, you have to acknowledge you’re in grave danger. This type of brutality isn’t going to cease, and from the sound of it, your daughter will be the one to suffer the worst if any of these men get through that door.”

Torrance’s hands began to tremble, but he kneaded them to steady his nerves.

“M-My Matilda has been getting on alright,” he tried. “She’s got a few tricks up her sleeves and some fine hiding places for when the men come around.”

“I’m very relieved to hear it,” I allowed, “but sooner or later, her luck’s going to run out. All of yours will. It doesn’t seem to matter where you go, these guys aren’t going to stop making you suffer on account of me. That’s a fact you’re going to have to come to terms with, and fast.”

“Pop, I don’t want no more beatings,” Markus mumbled.

“Me, neither,” Maximus added.

“You came here to rescue me?” Matilda gasped with obvious delight.

All of us turned toward the girl, and she batted her eyelashes at me as if she was stuck in some sort of Disney movie and I was carrying a glass slipper on a pillow.

“Well,” I replied slowly, “technically I came here to help your family. All of you.”

“But if those men did get to me,” Matilda pressed, “if they captured me and had a mind to do vile things to me… you would rescue me, wouldn’t you, Ken?”

I sized up the young woman’s batting eyelashes, flushed cheeks, and lips puckered pleadingly in my direction with the blind determination of a teenager.

Yeah, that wasn’t a trap I was about to get caught up in.

“Matilda, that’s enough of that,” Torrance scolded before he turned to me with a wince. “Pardon my daughter, Ken, she’s still having trouble adjusting to changing circumstances.”

“That’s understandable,” I said as I cleared my throat.

“Well, I told her, it ain’t healthy staking so much import on finding a husband and such,” Torrance sighed. “She’s got to learn there’s more things in life to aspire to if it’s just not in the cards for her. Especially given the circumstances, there isn’t much to be done about it. She’s got a sharp wit, though, and can work harder than any young lady I know when she’s not sulking over becoming a spinster. Those are the qualities she should be focusing on now instead of all this romantic nonsense. It won’t do her good getting her hopes up anymore.”

“Father!” Matilda gasped, and her face went beet red.

Another two snorts escaped her younger brothers, but before Torrance could reason with the young woman, Matilda stood up in a fury and stomped her way to the trap door on the floor. Then she let out a harrumph as she haughtily descended into the black hole and slammed the trap door shut over her.

“Again, my apologies, Ken.” Torrance shook his head.

“Torrance, please just hear me out before you say no,” I tried, and the man nodded. “I’ve got a place you can stay--”

“In the underdark?” Markus asked with wide, eager eyes.

“No,” I chuckled. “I don’t live in the underdark. I live on the surface world, but I’ve got plenty of land, Torrance, and I’m constantly improving my defenses. You’d be safe with me, is my point, all of you would. And you’d be better off as well, I’m not a poor man these days. I can build you your own home there with me where you’d be safe for the rest of your days, and you’d never have to go hungry or worry for your children again. You have my word on that.”

Torrance looked shell-shocked by the offer, but he didn’t have time to recover before the trap door flew open to reveal a wild-eyed, frazzle-haired Matilda.

“Live with you?” she asked breathlessly. “You really mean it?”

“Yes,” I managed uneasily as I glanced at Torrance. “Not in any kind of inappropriate way, I assure you. I only want your family to be safe and well looked after. The boys need some sturdy ground beneath their feet at this age, and sixteen is just way too young for a girl like Matilda to be worrying about--”

“Seventeen!” Matilda blurted, and she almost face planted as she shot out of her hole so quickly. “Seventeen, I’m seventeen. I had a birthday this winter, so I’m seventeen now. And don’t listen to my pa. I’m a fine age for getting marrie--”

“Matilda!” Torrance hissed, and his daughter’s mouth slammed shut.

“Oh, seventeen  huh?” I said while she panted and clutched the table’s edge. “Happy birthday.”

“Thank you, Ken,” Matilda sighed, and then the girl melted into her seat like a lump of hot butter.

I tried to keep myself from shaking my head before I turned to her father. “Torrance, what do you say? Can you accept my offer? You’ve gotta admit, it’s an improvement to the way you’ve been living here.”

“Oh, I’m sure it would be, I trust you, Ken,” Torrance admitted, “but I’m just not comfortable being a burden to a friend. I may not look it lately, but I’ve a lot of life left in me, and I don’t fancy the idea of sitting back while a man of your quality and abilities works so hard to support my family.”

“Then don’t sit back!” I laughed. “I’ve got a farm of my own these days. Crops are coming up, the livestock needs tending, you name it. I’d gladly accept any help you want to offer, Torrance, so you wouldn’t be a burden. I’ll put you right to work if that’s what you want. I can really use the help. Honest.”

“Crops?” Torrance asked with a bit of a sparkle in his old brown eyes. “What you got growing out there?”

“I’ve got oats in one field that are already doing real well, and some rice just went in the ground about a month ago, but it’s sprouting now. There’s a nice little vegetable garden I’ve started on, too, with leafy greens, potatoes, beets, and such. It’s just to spare me some trips into the village. I’m waiting until late summer to start on the wheat, but I’ll be planting the corn here in another two weeks probably--”

“Oh, no, you don’t wanna wait another two weeks on your corn,” Torrance advised. “Most will tell you two weeks because that’s what the almanac says, but that second sun’s a real bugger. You wanna get the corn sown now, and you’ll have a better crop come early fall.”

“See?” I chuckled. “If anything, I need your help, Torrance. Come to the homestead, get settled in, and we’ll both be better off. What do you say? Will you accept my offer?”

I held out my hand between us, and a wrinkly smile stretched across Torrance’s face.

“I reckon I could,” he finally said, and he shook my hand as firmly as any man half his age, “but these boys are gonna be working to earn their keep, too, don’t get any ideas. They’re a bit scrawny now, but they have a lot of strength between the two of them, and Matilda is just a whiz in the kitchen.”

“I am,” she assured me at once and nodded vigorously. “I’m a whiz in the kitchen.”

“Well, that’s good, too,” I said with a shrug. “Why don’t you guys get your things packed? I’ve got a cart big enough for--”

“We are packed,” Markus informed me. Then he pointed to a few dirty sacks lined against the wall. “In case another fire comes on, we didn’t wanna lose what little we have left this time. If we stay packed at all times, we can grab everything real fast the second the smoke starts and sneak out through the hide-away. The tunnel down there goes on into the forest. Don’t know what we’d do in there, but it’s a good plan anyhow.”

“Great,” I said as I tried to keep from sighing. “Let’s, uh… let’s just head out, then. We can finish chatting along the way.”

“Oh, Ken,” Matilda sighed heavily. “I can’t wait to see your beautiful home.”

“Uhhh, yeah,” I said as I opened the door for them to walk out. “You are definitely going to be, uhhh… surprised.”
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Chapter 11

Only four ruddy sacks sat in the back of the cart with Maximus, Markus, and Matilda when we rode away from Torrance’s farm, but to see the looks on their faces, you never would have assumed they’d hit rock bottom in their young lives.

Matilda fussed to comb the mats out of her hair with her fingers, and every time I glanced back to check on the three, she sent me a honeymooner’s smile. I returned the gesture a couple times, since she’d probably never smile at me again once I dropped the bomb about what was waiting for us at the homestead.

The two boys couldn’t contain their curiosity any longer, so they ended up opening the second of my two burlap sacks within five minutes of setting off, and the contents seemed to make them even more excited with the prospect of living at my place. It could have been the two blueberry muffins Nika had packed for the road, but as delicious as my goblin-wife’s baking was, I figured it was probably the giant flail and buck knife that caught their attention most.

“Mind those spikes, boys,” I called over my shoulder, and Torrance nodded his agreement.

“As I was sayin’,” the man continued, “it’s not the time of year that matters so much with horseradish as it is the quality of your soil. They’re very hardy little guys, so if we get them in the ground in the next week, you could see a decent return well into late fall in these parts. They overwinter nicely if you pad your bedding during the colder spells as well.”

“I can do that,” I agreed. “If we can still get them growing, that’d be fantastic. Nika’s been using up a lot of horseradish lately, and it’d save me a few trips into town if we had our own supply. They seem to be her favorite snack besides chocolate.”

“Ahhh,” Torrance said with a waggle of his bushy eyebrows, “so you got yourself a fine lady, then? I might’ve known, a strapping man like yourself.”

“I consider myself lucky,” I chuckled.

“Wait,” Matilda gasped. “You have a lady friend?”

“Nika’s my wife,” I said without turning around. “She’s, uh… she’s one of my wives actually.”

“What!” I couldn’t bear to see the look on Matilda’s face, but I didn’t need to. Her utter disappointment practically permeated the whole cart.

“Well, now that is a blessing,” Torrance said with an appreciative nod. “Here I was thinking you were gonna be a man on the edge of society for all your days, but a wife or two sure would do well to change the view of things. A man your age should be thinking about a family. It’s a fine thing having a woman to come home to.”

I glanced over to see Torrance’s eyes gazing off somewhere very far from here, and I could tell by the sadness in his tone he was thinking of his own departed wife.

Then Matilda tactlessly shattered the moment.

“You have more than one wife?” she demanded. “How… why… we have to live with them, too?”

“Matilda, hold your tongue!” Torrance chastised. “You keep this up, and Ken will think you never learned a manner in your life. The man is offering us a safe place to live, and you will be respectful of his lifestyle, young lady.”

“I’m glad you approve, Torrance,” I said as I cleared my throat. “I wouldn’t want to make your family uncomfortable in any way with my lifestyle.”

“Not at all, friend.” The old man smiled. “Must be a fine pair of women to see past all this fuss the villagers are making. I imagine they’re the very picture of genuine love and adoration.”

“They really are,” I assured him, and I swallowed hard before continuing. “They keep a good home, help out around the farm without any objections, and they’re really very clever. Nika makes all of our clothes herself, and Calli keeps things tidy and helps with anything I ask her to do. She has a beautiful singing voice, and sometimes she’ll give a song or two in the evenings. Ruby, that’s my most recent wife, has a head for building. She’s gonna be helping me with the reinforcements around the place as soon as we figure out how to get us some stone.”

“Three wives?” Matilda whimpered, but Torrance pushed right on without acknowledging her.

“Stone, is it?”

“Yes,” I replied to the older man. “From what I’ve been gathering around Hamstead, the villagers are a bit keen on the idea of burning me alive lately--”

“Wow!” one of the boys admired. “Are you going to fight them, Mr. Ken?”

“I’m not too concerned about the fighting part, to be honest,” I chuckled, “but the fortifications surrounding the homestead are made of wood. With my family on the property, I don’t feel right leaving things so flammable around the perimeter. So, I’m planning on tearing it all down and replacing it with a wall of stone as soon as possible. The only problem is I don’t have any idea where to get as much as I need. Is there a quarry nearby?”

“That’s a good idea with the wall,” Torrance said with a solemn nod. “Fire isn’t something you want to worry about with the ones you love nearby. The closest quarry would be the old Tafford Quarry to the north. It’s owned by Duke Bellfrey, though, now that Tafford passed on.”

“That does present an issue,” I admitted. “The duke’s not too happy with me at the moment. What kind of stone does he have up there?”

“Mostly granite last I heard,” Torrance replied. “Real nice stone, too. He’s got a good crew working the quarry for him. I know the foreman in charge of the operation, and he takes his work real serious. You’ll only find top quality cuts up at Tafford Quarry. The duke’s castle was built solely from Tafford’s granite before he passed on. Best in the county.”

“Do you think the man you know up there could help us get an in on supplies?”

“No, I’m sorry to say not,” he sighed. “Not many folks have a friendly word for me these days.”

“Of course,” I said with a nod, “but that’s not something we can’t work around. How far north of the river is Tafford Quarry?”

“The road through downtown Hamstead turns and takes you past the duke’s castle,” Torrance explained as he drew a map in the air in front of us. “Beyond there, the lane dips into the forest for five miles, and then it branches off at a fork in the road. Tafford’s Quarry is to the left of that fork by about two miles, but there’s no other way to access the entrance of the quarry except from that road.”

I glanced sidelong at this and caught a telling look in Torrance’s eye.

“So, I’d have no choice but to pass right by the duke’s castle to get there and back?” I asked.

“That’s right.” Torrance nodded. “Wouldn’t be an easy endeavor, is all I’m saying, if someone were to think on visiting the quarry after operating hours.”

“Hypothetically, of course.” I sent the man a calculating glance.

“Of course,” he agreed with a smile. “Hypothetically, a man who wanted to get his share of stone would likely be cut down by the duke’s guards ‘fore he made it so far as the fork in the road.”

“Ugh.” I slumped a bit and furrowed my brow as I considered this.

“Then again,” Torrance continued lightly, “if a man hypothetically had a means of travelling that was less … surface based … he might find a tunnel that led out about half a mile west of the fork in the road.”

“Would he now?” I asked with a grin.

“Yes, sir,” Torrance nodded, “but that man certainly wouldn’t have heard no mention of it from me.”

I chuckled at the wink the old man sent me and nodded my approval.

“No, the man who did all that would probably keep the operation real quiet.”

“That’d be wise,” Torrance said with a chuckle of his own.

By this point, I was beyond grateful I’d found Torrance when I did, and knowing the man wasn’t too averse to a little thieving gave me high hopes he might be accepting of the life I led on the homestead. It also opened a wealth of possibilities for our future collaborative efforts.

If Torrance could give me such precise insight on the lands and villages surrounding my home, gaining any materials we might need would be ten times easier, especially if he could offer more underdark side-exits. I knew enough of the underdark now, and I could probably figure out a few different routes if I had a decent idea of where I was heading compared to the surface world. In terms of Tafford Quarry, I would only need to find an inlet to the underdark north of Hamstead, map a route through the tunnels to the outlet west of the fork in the road, and then devise a system of transferring the granite blocks as quickly as possible to Charlie’s cart on the other end. Once everything was loaded, I could take a roundabout route and give a wide berth between us and Hamstead so no one would ever be the wiser.

Maybe Ruby would be able to help me find some more abandoned dwarven railways within that vicinity, and then we could build a few wheeled platforms and cart the stone away like we did with the goblin king’s loot. If we could manage it all, we’d have a wall fit for a duke, crafted from the finest cuts of granite in the county, and at the very reasonable price of a few deadly encounters in the underdark along the way.

I was lost in my musing on Duke Belfrey’s famed quarry, so I was unprepared to crest the hill and find my homestead stretching out before me already.

Shit.

“That’s a real nice place you got, Ken,” Torrance admired. “You weren’t kidding, you’ve got enough land for another few houses down there. Looks like your defenses are much more solid than you let on, too. Is that a trench?”

“Yes, sir,” I replied, and I tried to keep my tone from revealing my sudden unease. “I dug it out about a week ago.”

“You did all that yourself?” he gasped, and then he whistled his appreciation. “That’s some back-breaking labor for one man to take on. Gotta admire your dedication, though. Anything to protect the family. I respect that.”

The man clapped his hand on my shoulder, and when he gave me a squeeze and a friendly smile, I was pretty sure I felt my conscious slit its own throat.

“Exactly,” I managed with a shaky grin. “Family has become my top priority. That’s why it matters so much to me that we can all get along here.”

“Oh, no worries about my lot, Ken,” Torrance assured me. “I know the boys are a bit rough and tumble to look at, but they have impeccable manners, and Matilda will sweeten up once she settles into her new lot in life and meets your wives, don’t you worry about that.”

“I’m sure they’ll be just fine,” I said as I fluffed my blond coif. “It’s only… my boys I’m thinking about.”

“You got yourself some sons already?” Torrance asked, and he nudged me happily. “Bet you’re wondering how I ever managed to keep ‘em in line. Young boys are a handful, that’s for sure, but a man like you with your kind of work ethic ought not to have too much trouble. Get ‘em in the fields as young as you can, that’s my motto. A workin’ boy’s got no time to stir up trouble.”

“You’d think so,” I chuckled. “My sons are pretty sneaky, but they seem to fall in line once they grow a bit. My oldest is my pride and joy. He looks after the others and helps around the farm without too many setbacks. I figure the others will be behaving better in another few months.”

“There you are,” Torrance said with a rallying grin. “Havin’ boys is alright, you’ll see. How many you got?”

“Six.”

“Well… that is a lot of boys.” Torrance’s smile wavered, and I could tell he was trying to do the math in his head, since it had only been ten or so months since we’d last seen each other.

I nodded and scratched the back of my sweaty neck, and as I looked down on the fields and the grass swaying happily in the breeze, the curling river beyond, and the quaint log home I’d built, I decided it was a wonderful place I was bringing Torrance to. I had nothing at all to be sorry about. I just needed to come out and say what needed to be said, and then we could press on to the work of building their place and getting that corn in the ground.

“Torrance, I have a question.”

“Anything at all, friend,” the man replied.

“Do you think a family, any kind of family, that harbors love, support, and dedication is considered a good one?”

“Oh, I sure do,” Torrance said with a firm nod. “Things get messy, that’s just a fact of life, but at the end of the day, there’s only the love of your family to keep the wind under your wings, that’s what I believe.”

I smiled with relief. “That’s a fantastic way to look at things. With that in mind, I want to mention my family isn’t the most conventional sort, but I can say with absolute assuredness they honor the same familial values as yourself, Torrance.”

“I’m sure they do.”

“And my sons are half-goblin.”

I snapped the reins to keep Charlie headed onward because I was worried everyone might catapult out of the cart if it wasn’t in motion, and I smiled as casually as I could while I avoided looking at the man beside me. The sense I was being watched from all angles weighed heavily on my mind, and only the squeaking of the cart’s wheels answered my declaration. We’d traveled all the way down the hill, around the eastern wall, and to the drawbridge entrance before Torrance spoke again.

“I don’t mean any offense,” Torrance said with a nervous chuckle, “but I could have sworn you said goblin back there.”

I reined Charlie in at the edge of the trench, and I could hear one of my sons grunting as he worked at the counterbalance on the other side.

“Half-goblin,” I corrected as the bridge let out a low creak and began to lower. “Their mother is a goblin.”

Nothing else was said as a stale silence fell, and when the bridge finally lowered, I went right ahead and urged Charlie to take us forward.

When we came into the grassy clearing in front of the homestead, I couldn’t help grinning from ear to ear at the sight that awaited me.

Nika had somehow managed to wrangle our sons into an orderly line in front of the porch, and there wasn’t a single blood stain in sight. My beautiful goblin-wife had traded her short shorts for a sassy little black velvet dress that looked ready to burst from the weight of her milk-heavy breasts, and she bounced on her toes without being able to contain her excitement.

Then she nudged Sawsaw beside her and threw her arms up, and all of my stoic sons tossed fistfuls of white feathers into the air for her.

“Welcome to the mighty stronghold of Clan Jewell!” she announced ceremoniously, and feathers rained down around her while she sauntered forward like a green Vanna White.

I burst out laughing at the line of bored green faces behind the feathers at her back, and I hopped down to pull the ecstatic woman into my arms.

Nika wore at least a dozen silver bangles stacked on her slender jade wrists, and her giggles in my ear were almost as loud as the jingling of her silver when she threw her arms around my neck. She’d clearly gone out of her way to make the whole occasion as grand as she thought a king’s wife should, and I had to hand it to her, the woman knew how to make an impression.

“I am so very happy you managed to find your friends before they were tortured within an inch of their lives,” Nika sighed against my chest. “You are so good to rescue the less fortunate, Ken Jewell. A goblin king would never bother with something so trivial, but even so, I think it is very admirable of you.”

I shook my head through my laughter and lowered my wife back to her toes, and she gave a giddy hop as she turned to the others with a few stray feathers in her red hair. Then she braced her hands on the cart and leaned forward, and I could tell by the stricken look on Torrance’s face that the subtle pose had plumped her breasts up to an alarming girth.

From Torrance’s seat in the cart, he was forced to look straight down Nika’s skimpy black dress, but once he blushed and stammered a bit, I guessed her infectious smile was more distracting to him than her outrageously sexual attire and green skin.

It might have been the dainty fangs he was looking at, though.

“You must be the hero Torrance, who rescued my king from the waters and delivered him to his destiny!” Nika exalted. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Princess Nikagekokarra, first wife of the great Ken Jewell, and future queen of this world. Please, join us here and enjoy the accommodation of our bountiful riches, pristine lands, and wonderfully delicious surface foods! Castle pending.”

Nika stepped away with her arms cast to her sides like a queen, and when she bent fully at the waist to bow to the people in the cart, she ended up thrusting her ample back end right into my groin.

The sight of the taut velvet around her little waist when I looked down made my palms sweat, and Nika gasped a giggle of surprise before I swiftly grabbed her by the hips to steer her to a more appropriate place under my arm.

The beautiful goblin blushed a deep green that showed she’d noticed my insta-erection, and she unabashedly flicked a flirty look my way.

“This is Nika,” I chuckled. “Please, let me help you with your bags.”

No one moved an inch as I came over and pulled the ruddy sacks out of the cart, but when I nodded and motioned toward the house, Maximus and Markus were the first ones to snap out of it.

They looked like lobotomy patients, but they did manage to put one foot in front of the other, and they jumped down from the cart to my side as they stared at the six half-goblins across the way.

My sons sized them both up and didn’t look impressed, but Sawsaw waved, and I thought that was a nice gesture. He didn’t smile, so the effect was a little cryptic with his hollow stare and firm scowl, but I could tell he wasn’t trying to scare the kids at least.

“I’ll introduce you to the boys,” I told Torrance’s sons as I nudged them forward with a sack, and we left the others in the cart as we strolled over to the house. “First thing you should know is goblins name themselves, so this here is my oldest son Sawsaw, then there’s Shitter, Canigo, Blink, Timber, and the little guy who hasn’t chosen a name yet.”

Markus and Maximus were gawking from the moment I introduced Shitter, and they looked at me like I was a god.

“Your son’s name is Shitter?” Markus clarified with wide, awe-filled eyes.

“Shitter,” my son confirmed, and he pounded his chest with a fist that had one of the bounty hunter’s war hammers in it.

“Shitter, I thought I told you no war hammers in the front yard,” I sighed.

“Wowwww.” Maximus grinned, and his eyes darted from the hammer to my sons with barely restrained excitement.

“Ohhh,” I mused, and I realized this could all work out really well, because I’d been an eleven-year-old boy once, and if Torrance’s sons were anything like me, they might be just the ticket to merge our families together. “Hey, Sawsaw, why don’t you get to know Maximus and Markus? You boys like wrestling?”

“Yeah,” Markus said as he perked up even more. “Shitter, you wanna wrestle?”

“Shitter,” my son agreed fiercely, and he tossed his war hammer in the grass behind him as he took his stance.

“You guys have fun, but standard rules apply. Bare hands, no weapons, and for now, no biting the human kids, understood?”

“Yes, Da!” they barked in unison, and then there was a great clashing of limbs as the whole group fell into a grappling heap.

I chuckled my appreciation and set the ruddy sacks I was holding onto the porch, and then I turned back to the cart to see Nika already helping Torrance down as she held his hand in hers.

The man was the color of death, and his knees shook with every step, but eventually he made it to the grass. I was a little worried the old guy might have a stroke when Nika clapped and yanked him into her arms for a bouncy hug, but he was still breathing when she released him and pinched his cheek.

Nika was just offering to help Matilda when I joined them all again, and I wasn’t surprised to see the young woman refused to take her hand. I was disappointed, though. Caddy jealousy was always annoying, but in a teenager it could be ruthless, and I hoped my wives wouldn’t take too much offense. There’d be time to explain the situation later on, though, so I ignored Matilda’s bitterness for now.

Nika did, too, with a shrug of indifference that jostled her velvet-covered breasts very pleasantly, and then she turned her infectious smile my way and pranced to my side.

“Now, Ken Jewell, do have the most fun in the world showing our guests around our home, and I will finish preparing the royal feast.”

“Thanks, Nika.” I grinned and kissed the woman on the cheek knowing full well Torrance and Matilda were staring. They’d have to get used to us sooner or later. “When will dinner be served?”

“Dinner will be served the moment you wish me to serve it,” Nika purred, and she trailed a slender finger down my chest with a coy smile. “You know I always await my king’s instructions.”

I cocked an eyebrow as I considered the many times Nika had announced my future plans for me. “Most of the time.”

Nika’s jade cheeks deepened to a forest green once more as she giggled and teasingly pushed me away, and then she flashed a giddy smile at Torrance and gave Matilda a small wave before she headed for the house.

I gauged the looks on Torrance and Matilda’s faces, and they weren’t completely terrified at least, so I felt like things were going really well so far. The man was now watching his young boys desperately try to gain an upper hand on my horde of sons, and I clapped him on the shoulder with a reassuring grin.

“Don’t worry, I made sure they know not to bite them,” I told Torrance. “How about a tour?”

Torrance looked at me for a long, awkward moment, and my smile fell another centimeter for every second that ticked by.

Then the man removed his hat, pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, and dabbed the sheen of sweat from his brow.

“Thank you kindly, friend,” he said in a harried voice. “Let’s see this farm of yours.”

Salt of the damn earth. Torrance was a good dude.

“Sounds good,” I replied as my nerves unwound themselves by a degree. “I hope Nika didn’t overwhelm you too much. She loves to make a fuss, and we don’t get many visitors on account of how many people want to kill me and, of course, the goblin thing.”

“Oh, that’s… that’s,” Torrance tried, “that’s fine. She has a lovely… complexion. Smile, I mean. She seems real nice.”

“She’s incredible,” I assured the man as we headed across the clearing with a stricken Matilda shadowing behind us. “I never knew someone could be so positive and supportive until I met Nika. Nothing seems to phase her, no matter how hard things get around here. I owe all of this to her, really. She has a dream for our life, and I can’t deny I want to deliver it for her, if only to see that smile on her face for the rest of our days.”

Torrance smiled in earnest at my words, and he chuckled to himself in a way that showed he could hardly believe what he was about to say. “Sounds like me and my wife. She had a smile that could put the suns to shame. Never imagined I could do much in life until she decided I could. Then I up and did it, just like that. True men owe everything to their wives.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” I chuckled. “I’d expect no less from a man like you, Torrance.”

Then the two of us exchanged a look, and I could tell we’d suddenly reached an unspoken understanding. Torrance and I respected the hell out of each other, and just as I’d hoped, there was a lot to be said for shared values where our families were concerned. Even the wheezing surrenders his sons were sending up from choke holds didn’t sway this, and when Markus and Maximus stumbled over with torn shirts and panting breaths, Torrance chuckled once more.

“You’re gonna need to get some muscle on those arms,” their father told them. “Ken’s boys are gonna give you a run for your money.”

“I… ” Markus tried as he struggled for air, “I almost had him. I… just need some practice.”

“That’s the spirit,” I laughed. “Don’t worry, we eat six hearty meals a day around here. You’ll be bulked up and kicking all their asses in no time. Probably even give those bounty hunters something to worry about.”

Markus and Maximus smiled greedily and nodded, and we all left my sons to continue their grappling so we could start the tour. I took Torrance’s family over the bridge across the river to show them where I did most of my timber work, and after explaining my netting system rigged for catching fish, we stopped by the vegetable garden so Torrance could get an idea of where I was at with it. He made several suggestions about vining edibles I could fit along the fencing to maximize the use of the space, and he even offered to look after the garden himself since his green thumb power would double the production of the strawberries I’d planted for Abby.

His sons and daughter wandered around the twenty-by-twenty-foot garden while we discussed the planting schedule he had in mind for the portions I left open, and once the kids were out of ear shot, Torrance lowered his voice a bit.

“I don’t mean to be improper,” he muttered, “it’s only, I’ve got a question I don’t think my mind’s gonna let rest.”

“What is it?” I asked with a smirk.

“All them kids you got… how is it they’re so big? I mean no offense, of course, but it hasn’t been so long since I last spoke with you in Buckshire. Seems to me some of them are nearly as old as my boys.”

“Yeah, that’s been blowing my mind, too,” I admitted. “Goblins and sirens grow at a different rate than human children, apparently. My sons are only months old, but they’re impressively strong, and to be honest, pretty violent due to their genes. They don’t speak as fluently as your sons do, though, since their brains take longer to develop. My daughter, Abby, is different. She’s a real fire-cracker, and even though she was only born a few weeks ago, she’s already--”

“Hello, Mr. Torrance, sir,” Abby suddenly said from behind us, and we whipped around to find my little girl in a peach sundress with a dimpled smile. I didn’t know how long she’d been standing there, but she held out a bushel of wildflowers to Torrance as if he’d just strolled onto the property. “Mommy says you’re the good man who helped my Daddy, so I picked these for you so you know I love you. I hope you like them.”

“Well, you sure are a sweet young lady,” Torrance said as a crinkly smile came to his face, and he took the flowers from my daughter. “Thank you kindly, little miss. I certainly do like them.”

Torrance’s kids had wandered over out of curiosity, and I could tell by their furrowed brows on the other side of my tomato plants that they were wondering why Abby’s skin wasn’t green like the others.

“My name is Aberdeen, but you can call me Miss Abby,” the little siren giggled at Torrance. “I made my first kills yesterday so I’m going by ‘Miss’ now.”

Torrance nearly dropped his bushel of flowers as his smile fell, but Abby was already turning to beckon her wolf into the garden.

“And this is my puppy, Handsome,” she went on. “He’s my new killing buddy Daddy let me steal from the bad men we slaughtered. He doesn’t like when you look him in the eyes, but he’s the best dog in the whole world. Say hi, Handsome!”

The wolf let out a low growl as he eyed each member of Torrance’s family in turn.

“See?” Abby giggled as she patted the wolf-hound’s massive head. “He’s learning really fast.”

“Woah,” one of the boys muttered, and Abby sent the pair of them a pretty smile and a small wave.

“Hello, there,” she said. “You look like nice human boys. I hope my brothers don’t eat you.”

“Uhhhh… ” both of the boys began to stutter as their eyes opened large.

“And you are very pretty,” Abby said as she fluttered her eyelids at Matilda. “Is Daddy going to marry you, too? How many babies will you have? I’d like a sister soon, if that’s fine with you.”

“I… have… Huh? Sister?” Matilda’s tongue practically hung out of her pretty mouth, and her skin went from ashen white to red almost instantly.

“We can talk more over dinner!” Abby giggled as she waved to her new friends. “I don’t want to bother you when Daddy is showing you around. Taataa!”

Then Abby skipped off toward the fields with her massive wolf trotting behind, and Torrance turned a wide-eyed look my way.

“So… ” I cleared my throat. “Abby’s a bit advanced for her age, but she’s a real sweetheart.”

“I, uh… ” Torrance said as he looked down at his flowers. “I can see that. Real sweet.”

“Real sweet,” Maximus echoed blankly.

The two boys were staring at the spot where Abby had stood, and I only now realized they’d pulled their hats off their heads the moment she addressed them. Now, they held the ragged hats in vise grips against their chests, and I narrowed my eyes at the looks on their faces.

Eventually, Markus blinked. “Did she call us human boys?”

“I think she mentioned killing… ” Maximus added quietly.

“She wants a sister?” Matilda’s mouth still hung open, but she blinked her eyes at me.

“Ah, yes,” I chuckled to keep them at ease. “Abby’s not technically a human. She’s half-siren. Her mother’s around here somewhere… ”

Now, all of their jaws just about unhinged, and I decided to continue the tour since they didn’t seem capable of saying much at the moment anyways, and it was going really well when we were all focusing on farming instead.

“Shall we?” I asked as I gestured to the next part of the homestead.

We’d just exited the garden gate and turned to head around the side of the house when I heard the delicate clearing of a throat, and I glanced sideways to find the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen in this world or the last.

Calliope was nervously descending the porch steps, and I could tell she was working hard to be as graceful as possible. Her cheeks blushed sweetly while her big blue eyes sparkled with excitement, and the smile she sent me was dazzling enough to disconnect my brain stem from the rest of my body.

Nika must have made her a new dress for the occasion, and even though the strange iridescent purple sheen caught hypnotically in the sunlight, it was the deep V exposing Calli’s cleavage and midsection that drew my eyes like a magnet. The siren looked like an erotic empress as she glided my way, and the sultry sway of her hips sent shimmering sprays of purple light across the grass at her feet.

I managed to offer the siren my arm when she joined me despite how incapacitated I was otherwise.

“Hello,” Calli murmured softly, and her gaze met mine with a hopeful glint. “Do I look alright?”

“Gorgeous,” I replied, and it took an ungodly amount of effort to keep my hands from sliding right to the woman’s slender waist. Then I turned to Torrance’s family, and I realized how rare the opportunity of introducing the stunning woman as my own would be.

After all, how often does a wanted criminal get the honor of showing off his siren-wife to the only friends he has in this world?

“This is my wife, Calliope,” I proudly told the gaping faces in front of us, and I couldn’t help but stand a bit taller at the declaration. “Calli, this is Torrance, Matilda, Maximus, and Markus.”

“It’s an honor to have you all here at our home,” Calli said in a lyrical voice, and she dipped into a sensual little curtsy that only exaggerated her curves and bare cleavage. “I normally kill humans, but any dear friends of my husband are dear friends of my own, so please, do not hesitate to let me know if I can help you in any way. I have many songs that aid in health restoration and vitality, but I also enjoy spreading merriment and swimming in cold water at sunrise.”

When Calli blinked her blue eyes, Torrance let out an involuntary sigh, and I smirked as his expression dissipated into adoration. The old man looked as if he’d encountered a goddess and drank a gallon of holy water in one fell swoop, but the young lady at his side could only be described as demonic in comparison.

Matilda glowered as she took in Calli’s flowing blonde hair, slender supermodel curves, and ridiculously long legs beneath the thigh-high slit in her dress. By the time the young woman’s gaze made its way from toe to head again, her glower was a thoroughly volcanic glare.

“She’s not green,” Matilda bluntly pointed out, but what got me was she literally pointed right at Calli, and the beautiful siren shifted nervously as she looked my way.

“No, she’s not, Calli is Abby’s mother,” I explained, but I sent my beautiful wife a reassuring smile for good measure and raised her hand to kiss the backs of her fingers. “She’s a siren, which is what she meant about her songs. You can usually find her swimming in her pond beside the river. Sirens are capable of walking on land if they want to, though.”

“Yes, but feel free to join me in my pond any time you wish,” Calli urged them with a brilliant smile. “Miss Matilda, I do hope we will become good friends. I enjoy chatting with the lovely women Ken brings home with him.”

She had the best intentions with her offer, but Calli couldn’t have known she was digging the knife deeper into the scowling young woman’s heart.

Matilda ungraciously snorted and crossed her arms, and when she deliberately looked away rather than acknowledge Calli, her father seemed to come back down from the cloud he was drifting on all this time.

“Lovely,” Torrance said hazily as he clutched his hat. “Just lovely. It’s… it’s an honor to meet you, Miss Calli. Well! Mrs. I should say. You certainly are… it’s an honor to make your acquaintance, ma’am.”

“The honor is mine, friend Torrance,” Calli sighed happily, and the sound paired with the way she pressed herself against my arm made me lose my own mind for a moment, and I stood there grinning like a dope at my wife while Torrance did the same.

Then Matilda huffed, and we both shook ourselves out of our trances.

“So… wait, what were we doing?” I asked.

“You were showing your wonderful friends around the home you’ve made for us, Ken,” Calli giggled.

“Right!” I laughed. “Thank you.”

“No, thank you,” she purred as she leaned to brush her lips against mine. “I am so grateful to be here with you in this beautiful place. I will help Nika prepare the feast to welcome our guests.”

“Perfect,” I mumbled as my eyes drifted down the deep V of Calli’s dress. “You do that.”

I’d watched my siren-wife walk away more times than I could count by now, but that didn’t stop me from indulging in the view until she’d made it all the way inside the house again, and I let out a deep breath I’d apparently been holding all the while.

“Shall we?” I asked once more with much less enthusiasm, and I gestured vaguely toward the fields.

“I never knew a siren was a real monster,” Markus said thoughtfully.

“Now, son, don’t go saying such things,” Torrance scolded at once.

“What’d I say?” Markus demanded.

“Well, I just don’t know if that’s such a friendly term around here, and we’re guests in Ken’s home, so you mind your manners.”

“I understand what Markus was saying, but I appreciate the consideration.” I waved the man off with a smile. “I honestly don’t know if I like the term monster, but I haven’t thought much about it. If we’re splitting hairs, I wouldn’t say any of my wives are monsters, even though they came from the underdark. There’s some seriously freaky beasts down there, but I’d simply consider my wives as misunderstood, some of them by their own races, even. For example, Nika is clearly a goblin, but the other goblins shunned her for not being so, for lack of a better term, monsterish. But to me, she’s flawless. All of my wives are. Whatever their backgrounds or their natural habits, I love them just as they are, so they don’t seem like monsters in my mind.”

Torrance nodded appreciatively. “That’s love for you, strange as it might seem at first.”

“So… ” Matilda cleared her throat from behind my back, and her tone was miraculously less hostile all of a sudden, “you love your wives even though others might look down on you for it? You love them all just the same?”

“Of course,” I said with a shrug. “How could I not? They’re all amazing and loving women, regardless of what anyone else thinks about them. It’s a fact, and I hope you all get a chance to get to know them better. You will really get along with them, Matilda.”

“Okay,” the young woman huffed after she let out a long exhale. “It’s just that--”

“Watch yourself, missy,” Torrance warned.

“Yes, Pa,” Matilda answered as she looked down at her dirty feet.

“This is the barn coming up,” I continued so we wouldn’t dwell on Matilda’s embarrassment, “but you better let me check in there first, just in case.”

“Just in case of what?” Maximus asked with a curious tilt of his head.

“Umm… just in case,” I replied vaguely as I jogged ahead.

Luckily, none of my sons had slaughtered anything while I was away all morning, and the barn was warm, clean, and calm inside when I welcomed Torrance’s family in.

“Now, this is very nicely done,” Torrance admired. “You sure thought of everything around this place. Even got the coop elevated to keep the snakes at bay. Smart thinking.”

I smiled and nodded, but it felt like awkward timing to admit I didn’t do it for the snakes. It was really that I’d finally learned my littlest goblin kids always started on the chickens within the first few weeks after birth. It was kind of a gateway slaughter.

Either way, I made sure to point out all the ways Torrance’s sons could help with the livestock while we took a turn around the barn, and I was relieved both of them were enthusiastic about the idea. They’d been heartbroken when their second round of cattle were needlessly murdered by the bounty hunters, and they eagerly volunteered to rise early every day and get the animals out to pasture for me.

“You wouldn’t mind tending the troughs now and then, would you?” I asked.

“No, sir!” Markus assured me. “Pop always had us doing that in Hamstead before the first fire. I sure hate harvesting, but me and Maximus know our way around the barnyard like the back of our hands.”

“Oh, man, that is fantastic news!” I said a little too enthusiastically. “If you boys can tend the livestock, you’d be doing me the biggest favor. I don’t even care if you do absolutely nothing else around here.”

“You’ve got yourself a deal, mister,” Maximus said, and he sent me a huge smile despite his father’s warning look.

“Excellent! I’ll get you all situated to start first thing in the morning,” I decided. “I’m probably gonna put a locking system on the doors, and just as a heads up, if any of my sons try to trick you into letting them help out, don’t believe any of it. Tell them you’ve got your orders, and they’ve got theirs.”

“Sure,” Maximus said as a confused look came to his face, “but… uhhh, Mr. Ken, what are their orders?”

“Welllllll,” I sighed, “I’ll talk more about that a bit later.”
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Chapter 12

With my livestock hopefully protected for the foreseeable future, we finished our tour with a walk around the few fields I’d started my crops in this spring. Torrance was already impressed with my operation by this point, but I could tell the prospect of farming such extensive crops again was what put that extra spring in the older man’s step. His green thumb power seemed to be itching to get back into action, and as I watched him pacing along the edge of my muddy rice field muttering under his breath to himself, I wondered if this was how all powers in this world worked.

I didn’t know anyone beyond Torrance and his family, and I recalled the man mentioning Matilda wouldn’t be of age to learn her own powers until she was eighteen, so I didn’t have much to go off of. As far as I was concerned, I felt more like my goblin-wife had directed me toward the last two monster-women I ended up bonding with rather than sensing my powers were itching to get to work.

I had a while to think about it, though, while Torrance was in the zone, and especially with regards to Ruby, I did recall feeling an overwhelming urge to help my women when I first met them.

Nika had been surrounded by kobolds when I stormed the cave and helped her gain the upper hand, and Calliope was almost cooked alive before Sawsaw and I destroyed the troop of goblins responsible. Then there was Ruby, who was well guarded by her own handy trap work, and this was where I began to understand my power a little better. Only her impending suicide mission threatened Ruby’s life at the time, but she was also part of a dying race living in squalor and fear of extinction.

At the time, it didn’t matter how many curses she threw my way, I was rooted to that cave of hers no matter what, and I wasn’t going to leave until I was positive she would stay alive. Then I opened my mouth, and a slew of promises to protect and love her tumbled out before I even registered what I was doing. Now, I began to wonder if the leaden feeling in my chest, and my fierce determination to save her life, had been my power eagerly building in my veins in the same way Torrance seemed to be feeling now.

He was practically glued to my fields and couldn’t resist sorting through dozens of prospective plans to get things growing as amply and as quickly as possible.

So, maybe Nika wasn’t the only one determined to gather more wives and build an army of monster babies. Maybe this was what my power wanted for me as well, which meant my destiny wasn’t in either of our hands, really. If the power Granhelga prophesied was really as ingrained in my being as implied when I first arrived in this world, then who knew how many wives I’d have by the time I took over this realm?

The idea made me wonder if I had the ability of restraint anymore. Could I even keep myself from getting my women pregnant over and over again if I wanted to?

I was just recalling the way I made love to my beautiful siren like an unbridled stallion the moment she could conceive again, but then I registered Matilda at my side, and I doused the heated direction of my thoughts like a water-drop chopper.

“Oh, hey,” I mumbled.

“Hello,” she said with a wide smile, and her arm brushed directly against mine.

I could tell by the light in Matilda’s eyes she was looking to get all buddy-buddy with me now that my wives weren’t around, but I was a bit pissed at her after the slightly bitchy way she’d behaved toward them. I knew part of that was because she liked me, and she wasn’t expecting to have competition from the two beautiful monster girls she’d met so far, but I still didn’t want to spend a lot of time with her until she had a chance to wrap her head around her new living situation and come to terms with the fact she was the lowest woman in rank here.

All I wanted was for Matilda to be safe, and I’d achieved that the moment I brought her within the bounds of the fortress. Beyond this, if she wanted to enjoy any kind of comradery between us, she was going to have to drop the shit and show my women some respect. That not only seemed like common sense, but in Torrance’s words, it was simple hospitality and manners, regardless of whether my women were monsters or not.

So, before Matilda could open her mouth again, I walked off and joined Torrance beside the field and left the young lady to look after her brothers.

“Chomping at the bit?” I chuckled as I approached, and Torrance turned with a smile on his face that seemed to take ten years off the man.

“You sure do have a myriad of strange phrases,” he said happily. “I believe that’s exactly what I’m doing at present, but pardon the habit. It’s been a while since I felt I could really dedicate my efforts to farming again. Tell you the truth, I think I gave up on the idea of it ever being possible again after the belladonna incident. That one cut me real deep.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry about anything anymore,” I assured him as I clapped the man on the shoulder. “I really appreciate you coming here to help me out, and you’ve been incredibly respectful of my family. Thank you for that, Torrance.”

“Thank you as well, Ken,” he said, and I caught the glimmer of tears in his old brown eyes. “A man my age needs a home he can watch over, and I’m honored you thought of me. I feel as if the holy twins are raining blessings down on all of us today.”

“Me, too,” I replied as I glanced up at the suns, “but there’s another blessing or two coming your way. How about we check on the status of the house I promised you?”

“You already started on it?” Torrance gasped.

“I believe so,” I chuckled. “I’ve got my best mind on it as we speak, and I’m pretty eager to see what she’s come up with since I left.”

I led Torrance back to the others while he shuffled in shock at my back, and then we followed a footpath behind the barn that wound between what would be my corn field and the already growing wheat field. Only two minutes down the path, I came to an abrupt halt, and I couldn’t imagine who looked the most surprised, me or Torrance.

All I’d done before heading out this morning was stake a general outline for Torrance’s house, and Ruby had sleepily nodded along while I gave her a scant idea of what might do for the family. Then we had slow, sensual sex in the grass while she woke up the rest of the way, and before I headed for Charlie’s cart, I asked her to give the design some thought while I was away. That was it.

So, how the hell I was looking at a three-quarters constructed home with four walls, a front porch, half a roof, and the beginnings of a picket fence was more than beyond me. It was an impossibility. Especially when the only worker in sight was Ruby with her red hair in a high ponytail while she crouched on the rafters and hammered away.

A bit of Nika’s camo fabric was tied around her hair in a bandana style I’d seen southern girls sporting on Earth, and her tiny white tank top was smudged with dirt and sawdust. She wore a makeshift leather work-belt tied around her shorts, and I was very pleased to see she was a fan of Nika’s favorite unbelievably short style.

“Holy shit!” I laughed after I’d stumbled my way to the fence.

Ruby stopped her hammering and looked over her shoulder, and then the petite woman sent me her usual candy-shop smile.

“What do you think?” she called out.

“I think you’re unbelievable!” I hollered back. “Get your ass down here and give me a kiss.”

Ruby blushed and giggled, and then the woman jumped right off the rafter to land like a cat in a crouch on the front lawn. A sheen of sweat glistened on her brow as she came over, but unlike Nika, she didn’t leap straight up into my arms. She just flopped like a limp noodle against me and let out a long groan.

“I feel like a pile of kobold shit,” Ruby mumbled against my chest. “Are my arms still attached?”

I laughed heartily as I supported the woman’s weight and considered the practically finished house behind her. Then I tilted her chin up to give her a tender kiss that only served to drain the last scrap of strength from her legs.

“I can understand the sentiment,” I murmured against her lips, “but you look completely whole to me. I could probably give you a better status report if you had less clothes on, though.”

The second the words left my mouth, I remembered my new wife and I weren’t alone, and I quickly checked over my shoulder to be sure the others weren’t right behind me.

Torrance and his family stood where I’d first stumbled to a stop, though, and I decided they were definitely more shocked than me.

“Do you fucking like it?” Ruby snickered as she gestured with her thumb back at the house.

“How the hell did you do all this so quickly?” I asked.

“I’m seriously slacking,” the dwarven woman groaned. “I should have finished hours ago, but I’m out of shape after hiding in my cave so much. I even had to have your sons help me with the rafters because my stupid arms couldn’t lift the beams. Pathetic.”

I stared down at the top of Ruby’s bandana.

“I don’t even know where to start with you, but keep trash talking my wife like that, and I’m gonna have to come up with an adequate punishment.”

Ruby looked up with a coy smirk. “Ooo, are you drawing another line, Ken Jewell?”

“Damn straight,” I laughed. “Any woman who builds a fucking house on her own within a day is not allowed to use the word pathetic around me.”

“Fine,” she chuckled, “but I’ll probably argue with you when I’m less fucking exhausted.”

“Ruby, you are ridiculous,” I informed her, and I eyed the fully sanded flooring inside the open doorway. “I was already impressed with dwarves just based on what I saw in the underdark, but this is outrageous. You’re an incredible woman.”

“Well, fuck me. That’s sweet and nice of you to say.” Ruby blushed and righted herself a bit, and I could tell she was fighting the urge to shit on my compliment, but she didn’t. Instead, she shrugged and placed a little kiss on my bicep, and I took a moment to admire the glint of pride in her eyes.

“Thank you for this,” I told her. “Really, it means a lot to me that you would dedicate this much effort to something that matters to me. Torrance’s family will be ecstatic once they pick their jaws up off the grass.”

“Ahh, so those are living creatures?” the petite woman snickered as she pointed at them with her hammer. “I thought they were super scrawny scarecrows you were testing out.”

I chuckled and turned us both around, and Torrance was still rooted to the spot some twenty yards away. When I waved my arm high above my head to beckon him over, it took the prodding of both of his sons to get the man’s attention, and then he stumbled a few steps before slowly removing his hat and joining us in his front yard.

“Well, Torrance,” I said as I gestured to the house, “it looks like you’ll be sleeping under your new roof by tonight.”

Whatever Torrance said sounded like absolute gibberish mixed with a couple of hiccups, but Maximus and Markus were so curious about my redheaded wife that they recovered themselves a bit quicker.

“Is this one a siren, too?” Maximus asked, and his tone was clearly impressed.

“No,” I chuckled. “This is my wife, Ruby. She’s a dwarf.”

“Huh,” Markus mumbled. “She’s a real pretty dwarf, you know. I thought they all had beards and big bellies.”

I grinned as Ruby rolled her eyes, and I jostled her playfully under my arm.

“She is pretty, isn’t she?” I said proudly.

“Shut the fuck up,” Ruby grumbled, but her sweet lips fought to hide her smile.

“Ruby is the one you can thank for your new house,” I continued. “She’s been up since first sun-up working on this behemoth.”

“Y-You did this?” Torrance gasped.

“Fuck yeah, I did,” Ruby assured him. “Sorry it’s not done yet, but I’ll get this mess in line. I just need to finish securing the trusses on that half of the house, get the straw tied down for insulation, lay out the tacking beams overtop, and then I’ll cut out some ventilation holes around the perimeter. I wanna get some wooden shingles cut and mounted on top of the straw, because it’d look really nice, but that’s a more long-term project. The interior walls are ready to go, though, and the kitchen is only missing a wash bin. There’s an outhouse around back, three bedrooms, and an open living space just inside the entrance. Once the roof is done, I’ll run your chimney flue up and out, pad the siding with clay so the straw doesn’t overheat, and you’ll be all set. Probably take me the rest of the day, though. Like I was telling my husband, I’m out of shape.”

Ruby rattled this all off like the contractor my parents hired to build their first restaurant, but she didn’t have to pull her pants up ten times and talk out the side of her mouth to get her point across. Her adorable high-pitched voice added a hint of whimsy to the whole situation, and I realized I was just grinning down at her after a long moment.

“Soooo? You fuckers just gonna stare at me?” Ruby blushed and shrugged once more in response to all of our stares, and I shook my head as I planted a kiss in her red hair.

“Basically, she’s incredible,” I informed the others, and then I leaned down to kiss the redhead on her sassy mouth.

“This is… ” Matilda gasped, and she seemed to be warring with a difficult emotion behind her blue-gray eyes, “amazing! Ruby, we’ve never had a house this big before! I can’t believe you did all of this yourself!”

“Ken’s sons had to help lift the joists and the ridge beam,” Ruby admitted with a disgruntled sigh, “but it’s no problem. I like being useful and working through new designs. Plus, I heard you guys have had a rough go of it, and I totally sympathize. I’ve been living like a fucking swarmslug in a dung hovel for the last ten years, and I--”

Ruby paused and furrowed her brow, and then she leaned toward Matilda to literally smell the young woman’s shoulder. She glanced at Matilda’s matted hair and dingy clothing next, and I was about to clear my throat when Ruby cocked a quizzical brow.

“Hide-away hole?” she asked, and Matilda couldn’t seem to decide whether she was impressed or embarrassed.

“Yeah,” the young woman admitted. “How did you know that?”

“I was living in a hole for a while before I found my cave,” Ruby said with a shrug. “I could smell it. Anywho! No more hide-away holes for you guys! Ken said he wanted a good sturdy cabin for an honest, hardworking family, so that’s what you’re getting.”

I smiled a little sheepishly as I glanced at Torrance, and I found the man’s eyes streaming with tears.

“It’s not much,” I said as I gruffly cleared my throat, “but like I said, you’ll want for nothing here.”

Torrance’s kids must have sensed the man was beyond the ability to say anything at the moment, so as Matilda smiled at her father and looped her arm in his, the two boys reached out to shake my hand in turn.

“Thank you for this,” Markus said in his best ‘man of the house’ voice. “We sure do appreciate all you’ve done for us, Mr. Ken, and if your wife here wouldn’t mind, we’d love to offer our assistance in finishing this up.”

“That’s very big of you, Markus.” Maximus rolled his eyes at his brother. “Thanks for the offer. Mrs. Ruby, can we help?”

“Yeah, you guys can help if you want,” the dwarven woman told them. “You can start on bundling the straw for laying down next. I’ve got some piles consolidated on the far side of the--oh, fuck me, I forgot to line the hearth with clay as well.” Ruby sighed and craned her neck to look up at me. “See that? Pathetic.”

She giggled and pranced out of reach before I could retaliate, and I laughed as I watched the petite woman jog her short shorts and work-belt back to the house and get right back to work again.

Maximus and Markus followed after without any prompting, and I gestured down the path for Torrance and Matilda.

“How about some food? It’s been a long day already, and I’m sure Nika’s dying to show off her cooking. I’ll have Sawsaw bring a couple platefuls out for Markus and Maximus, too.”

We moseyed back between the fields and around the barn, and I had a deep sense of rightness as I glanced over at Torrance and Matilda beside me. They looked so at ease here already, and neither of them had stopped smiling since we’d left their new front yard. I’d expected to be loathed by the entire family after kind of sort of luring them into a home of monsters, but I was glad to see my efforts on behalf of their comfort here were well received. Knowing Torrance and his kids wouldn’t suffer at the hands of my enemies any longer was like having a hundred-pound weight lifted from my chest, and the added perk of a few extra hands around the farm were the cherry on top of this day.

The meal laid out for us back at the cabin gave this sentiment a whole other meaning, though.

Nika must have seen us coming through the windows, because when we mounted the porch steps and entered my home, her and Calli were standing and smiling at either end of our table with Abby in the center, and my little girl waved her hand over the array of dishes my wives had prepared.

“Oh, no!” Nika gasped as her smile faded. “Where are Torrance’s sons? Did the boys eat them already?”

“No,” I snorted. “Markus and Maximus offered to help Ruby out with finishing the new house.”

“That is a relief!” Nika said as her smile amped up again. “I will send a separate feast out there immediately, but won’t you both please join us for the first of many very impressive meals I will prepare for your family?”

Even Matilda couldn’t hide how much she was looking forward to this one, and she managed a very brief, tiny smile in Nika’s direction as she led her father to a chair.

Candied yams, blueberry pies, and a rainbow of roasted vegetables were presented in tidy serving dishes all across the tabletop, and in the center, there was a full roasted pig my sons must have missed. Nika had been so intrigued the first time I explained the process of roasting meat on a spit, and she’d gone out of her way to drizzle her first attempt with what smelled like honey and diced apples.

“Goodness, I believe my tongue doesn’t know whether to fall right out of my mouth or slobber all over the place,” Torrance gasped, and Nika’s face lit up like a Christmas tree.

“I am so pleased your tongue is confused!” Nika gushed. “My tongue is always confused with surface world foods, and I’ve found this is a very good sign. Do you enjoy wine, ale, fresh milk, tea, coffee, or cider? I couldn’t decide what would be most appropriate for the special guests of a surface world goblin king, so I prepared them all!”

I chuckled merrily as I admired my little green hostess wife, and Torrance slapped his knee like he’d won the lottery.

“Miss Nika, you do beat all,” he assured her. “I will take a helping of your ale if it doesn’t offend anyone. It’s been months and months since I had the pleasure.”

“I’ll have the same,” I told Nika, and then I glanced at Matilda.

“Uh… tea, I guess,” the young woman whispered.

“What kind?” Nika asked sweetly. “I’ve steeped peppermint, bergamot, rose hip, lavender--”

“Bergamot,” Matilda interrupted, and she was already scowling again under the shining smile of my goblin-wife.

“What a very delicious choice,” Nika sighed, and she flipped around to head for the kitchen.

Calli and Abby took their seats with matching giggles, and my siren-wife gestured for us to begin our meals.

“I am so happy you could join us for our feast,” the blonde beauty said. “I hope you found your new home to be suitable?”

“Much more than suitable, miss,” Torrance said as he glanced at the spread of food with hungry eyes. “Fit for a king, I reckon.”

“Interesting,” Calli replied as she began to shovel food onto the guests’ plates. “I don’t know any kings aside from my beloved husband, so I can’t say for certain if that’s the style Ruby was going for. The siren rulers reside in coral caves in my world, though, and they have the most sought-after locations in our swarm.”

“Fascinating.” Torrance nodded politely when Calli set a large piece of blueberry pie on the side of his plate. “And do you and your swarm gather together for your meals?”

“How kind of you to ask!” Calli said with a glittering smile. “We form hunting parties of four to seven sirens, actually. It’s too dangerous to trail bleeding carcasses through the waters of the underdark, so we try to eat as quickly as we can right there where we kill them.”

“I see… ” Torrance said with a forced smile. “I’ve always believed it’s important to earn your wares. It sounds like you all work hard down there.”

“Yes, our needs are not easily met, but rather earned with diligence and stealth,” Calli admitted. “I used to sleep in twenty-minute increments while I traded watch with my cave-mates, but in my hunting party, I was always the lurker!”

“And what does that job entail?” Torrance asked between bites of blueberry pie.

“The lurker is in charge of stalking in the shadowy caverns in the deepest areas of the lake,” my siren-wife explained. “I have a special song that lures my prey in, and the moment they are within reach, my swarm would attack and tear them apart while I delivered my final note. The final note is a very important duty. It instills a deep sense of hopelessness, fear, and anguish in our prey.”

Torrance and I both swallowed loudly and stared, but Matilda dropped her fork with a clatter.

“Is that necessary?” I asked my wife curiously. “Given they’re already dying, I mean. Wouldn’t they feel those things without your final note?”

“Perhaps,” Calli allowed, “but if they do not, if they only feel shock, the meat won’t have that specific sweetness of utter terror in it. Terror is a vital nutrient we sirens thrive on, particularly when we are young.”

Calli reached over to squeeze Abby’s arm, and the two exchanged warm smiles of adoration.

“Who knew?” I shrugged, and I began slicing the spit-roasted pig.

Then Nika returned with two brimming mugs of ale balanced in one hand, a teacup on her head, and two cups of what I knew was fish-bone broth for Abby and Calli.

“Did I miss anything?” she asked, and she daintily dipped to unload her burdens without spilling a drop.

“We were just learning about Calli’s swarm,” I told her as she left a kiss on my cheek.

My goblin-wife stroked her fingers through my hair as she pressed her hip flush against me, and I didn’t miss Matilda’s eye roll across the table.

“I do love learning the ways of the sirens,” Nika mused. “I’m almost ashamed I’ve eaten so many of your kind, Calli. Now that I have heard how ruthless and cunning the sirens are, it seems a terrible thing to destroy their potential.”

“Awww! Thank you for that,” Calli sighed as she smiled at her sister-wife, and she said it like Nika was the sweetest person in the world.

Then my wives shared a quiet moment of mutual appreciation with glittering eyes while I served slices of pork all around.

“I’ve sent Sawsaw to your new home with six plates of everything because I wasn’t quite sure what your sons’ tastes might be,” Nika informed Torrance as she finally took her seat. “My sons won’t be joining us for our feast because they wanted to eat a dead deer they found downstream instead.”

“What were they doing down there?” I asked.

“Oh, I sent them out to gather stone for your wall,” Calliope replied. “I know you are very worried about finding enough supplies, so they’ve been looking for as much river rock as they can find.”

“Thank you,” I said with a grin. “I actually think Torrance may have helped me figure out a solution. It’s not a complete plan, yet, but there’s a quarry north of Hamstead, and Torrance knows of an outlet from the underdark that’s not far away from there. If I can find an inlet to stow the cart near, I think I could raid the quarry at night and use the tunnels to transfer it without being detected.”

“That is very sneaky,” Nika giggled. “Torrance, you have the fine qualities of a goblin, you know. I like this very much about you.”

Torrance looked flattered but confused.

“Goblins are good at sneaking,” I mumbled through my bite of candied yams.

“Very sneaky,” Nika assured him coyly. “Would you like to see me sneak sometime?”

“Th-That sounds lovely,” Torrance stammered after a moment. “Do you… sneak often?”

“Not as often as I wish,” Nika sighed. “I’m afraid having many children for Ken Jewell takes up much of my time lately. Perhaps after my next one is born, I will dip my hand in again, but of course, I will be sneaking for the Goblin Bluizz in a few days. Will you be joining us for the slaughter, Miss Matilda?”

Matilda stared at Nika like she had three green heads instead of one, and then she finally squeaked out a, “No.”

“Wonderful!” Calli said as she sent the young woman a friendly smile. “I will be staying behind as well. We can swim together, braid each other’s hair, and prepare a fish dinner for when they return!”

“No,” Matilda huffed as she set her fork down.

Torrance swiped the foam from his upper lip as he lowered his mug.

“Matilda, that’s no way to make friends,” he scolded. “Miss Calli is being very gracious to invite you to spend time with her, and you will be a grateful young lady and accept her offer.”

“Oh, she doesn’t have to!” Calli insisted, and her unfailing kindness almost made my heart hurt as she smiled at Matilda. “I’m sure Miss Matilda has many things to attend to, being the lady of the house and all. I understand. I only thought she might enjoy the fun! I am always so worried for Ken and my lovely family when they venture off on such perilous journeys to the underdark. Fussing and preparing for their return is my way of coping. Plus, Ken is so very grateful for all we do for him, it pleases me to see his smile when he returns.”

Calli reached her hand over to take mine, and I left a kiss there as I sent the woman a wink.

“It’s my favorite part of the job,” I assured my siren-wife. “There’s nothing like returning home to that smile.”

Calli giggled and blushed, and Nika clasped her hands under her chin as she sighed over the two of us.

“So many happy memories,” the beautiful goblin mused, “and many more to come! When we return from destroying the goblin army, we will have a celebration in honor of Ken Jewell’s bravery and very impressive show of strength. Then, after we have mounted the goblin king’s head on our gate for all to see, we will sit around the fire and share the tales of our bloody victory so all of you can feel as if you were right there with us, burning them alive and basking in their shrieks of agony! You will like it. You will see.”

I choked on my ale as I tried not to laugh at the looks on Torrance and Matilda’s faces, and when the man turned toward me, I decided some explanation was definitely in order.

“We’re, uh… in a bit of a blood feud with Nika’s father, the goblin king,” I explained. “It won’t end until either he or I are dead, so we’re handling the situation when the full moon comes in a few days. There’s a celebration in the goblin city of Ashgor that night, and since the goblin army will be gathered in one place, that’s the best time for us to strike.”

“Oh… ” Torrance considered this as he took a small tobacco pipe from his pocket. “Mind if I?”

“Not at all.”

Torrance packed a bit of tobacco into his pipe, and once he’d puffed on this for a moment, he seemed more capable of contributing to the conversation.

“This feud,” he mumbled through the stem of his pipe, “sounds mighty dangerous. You certain it’s necessary to get involved?”

“Yeah, unfortunately, because if I miss this chance, they’ll raid the fortress in the night with their entire army, and goblins are a bit violent,” I admitted as Nika sent me a sweet smile and a nod. “I’m ninety-percent sure I can burn most of them up if I can lock them in their arena during this celebration, but the goblin king and his elite guards will attack us for it, of course, so I need to devise a means of killing them as quickly as possible to make our escape.”

“But… ” Matilda said as she stared across the table at me, “you could be killed. What if--”

“Do not worry,” Nika cut in as she began to pat the young woman on the head like a toddler, “Ken Jewell cannot die. He is much too clever and bursting with masculine strength and vitality for that to happen. Just look at him! He’s the most remarkable man in all the world, and he would never abandon his loving wives and children for something so silly as dying, would you, Ken Jewell?”

“I would never.” I tried not to snort as Nika’s appraisal brought a fierce blush to Matilda’s cheeks.

“There you have it,” Nika said with a decisive nod. “So, since Ken Jewell will not die a brutal death in Ashgorheckamoofta, his only option is to destroy all of our enemy’s forces, slay their king, and return home to his stronghold where the beautiful Calli will be waiting to shower him with all the adoration he, the rightful king of the world, deserves.”

Torrance puffed out a massive cloud of smoke and coughed heartily. “That does begin to make the dangers seem less… bothersome.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” I chuckled, “but that doesn’t mean it’ll be easy. I still have to rig a means of destroying the king’s elite before they get to us.”

“What did you have in mind?” Torrance asked as he raised a bushy eyebrow.

“I gathered some supplies from an alchemy shop in Hamstead the other day,” I replied.

“Elvira’s place?”

“That’s the one,” I said with a nod. “She’s got a decent setup there, and I managed to get a few things that, when mixed in the right proportions, can create an explosion. I need to contain this mixture in some sort of carrying case, and then I’ll bring all of the cases into the underdark. Once they’re fastened to the bridge of Ashgor, I’m hoping we’ll be in a good position to begin our ambush.”

“I will join you, of course, since I know the traditional ways of the goblins during the Goblin Bluizz,” Nika added, “and I know Ruby would very much like to join us seeing as she is so mortally invested in the idea of destroying the goblins.”

“Sawsaw is definitely coming along, too,” I told her as I helped myself to a second slice of pie.

“And me!” Abby announced.

I froze, and my first inclination was to deliver a firm “hell, no,” but as I caught the knowing look in Calli’s eyes, I remembered her warning about Abby not having enough opportunity to grow here on the homestead.

“Well… ” I tried as I slowly began slicing some pie again, “what do you think you could contribute to the agenda?”

Abby twisted her lips into a thoughtful pucker as she considered this, but then she seemed to get an idea, and her eyes opened wide with excitement. “I’ve never gotten to burn anyone alive before, but I’d like to try my best! Or I can help you slay the king, Daddy! Slaying sounds fun.”

“I’ll tell you what,” I finally replied as I struggled to hold back my smirk. “If you promise to listen to Daddy’s orders while we’re down there, you can come along, but if you break rank, you’re sticking to surface world kills from now on.”

“Okay!” Abby agreed. “I’ll only not listen to your orders at home.”

“That is a very fair compromise, sweetie,” Calli giggled.

I sighed and nodded to myself while Torrance chuckled at my side, and he looked at Abby with a twinkle of appreciation in his brown eyes. Even Matilda couldn’t resist joining in and smiling at Abby beside her, but her face twisted into deep disgust all of a sudden as she looked over my shoulder.

Then Ruby clomped her boots into the house, and the distinct smell of fresh vomit filled the air.

I turned to find her thin tank top splattered with chocolatey puke, but she didn’t seem remotely concerned with how disgusting this all was. The petite woman dropped into my lap and dramatically draped herself across my arms as I caught her, and she threw a slender leg up in the air as she let out a happy sigh.

“Kiss me, Ken Jewell,” she demanded. “I’m so fucking pregnant right now.”

Suddenly, there was no puke in my life, only the blushing cheeks of my little dwarven wife as she sent me a smile more genuinely ecstatic than I’d ever seen on her face.

“Really?” I asked with a lop-sided grin, and both Calli and Nika fell into fits of squeals, laughter, and clapping.

Ruby blushed and enjoyed the fanfare for a moment, and then she finally sat upright in my lap and threw her arms around my neck.

“We’re gonna have the cutest little dwarven-human baby this world has never before seen, and I can’t decide if we should name it Fuck or not. Cute or cheesy?”

“I’m gonna go with ‘no,’” I laughed, “but only because I’m pretty sure my second youngest goblin-son is kind of leaning that way after your arrival. His eyes light up every time you say it, and I wouldn’t want there to be a rivalry between two Fucks.”

“Fine, we’ll name it something equally awesome,” she laughed as she headed for the bedroom, “let me get this super pukey shirt off, and then I’m taking all of the rest of the chocolate cake with me because fuck you guys, I’m pregnant and building a house.”

Torrance had been puffing up a cloud all this time, but he shot to his feet at the woman’s words.

“Now miss, you certainly don’t have to carry on building in your condition,” he insisted. “Matilda here is a real strong buck, and I may not look it, but I’ve--”

Ruby clomped back in with my camo shirt sagging nearly to her knees, and she tied her work belt around her hips to make the ensemble look more like a dress. She wore an amused look on her face as she waved the old man back to his seat, and she made a beeline for the kitchen.

“You’re nice, which is weird, but no, sit down,” Ruby chuckled. “I’m buzzing so hard on baby brain right now I really wouldn’t know what to do with myself if I didn’t have an entire house to finish in the next several hours. Nika, is this all the cake that’s left?”

“Nope!” Nika called back. “Check under the little gray pan.”

“Fuuuuck, yes!” I heard Ruby moan, and she reemerged with an entire, freshly frosted chocolate cake balanced on her palm. The petite woman stooped to wrap her free arm around Nika’s neck and plant a kiss on her jade cheek, and then she came over to where I was still grinning in stupid adoration.

Ruby shifted her belt to lift my camo shirt up, and I found myself staring at her perfectly toned belly and tiny waist with the petite woman smirking down at me.

“Kiss it,” she demanded. “You did outrageously amazing things to put it in there.”

“You got it, honey.” I didn’t even care we had company, her words made my heart swell to bursting with love for the feisty woman, and I happily took her supple hips in hand to pull her toward me.

Ruby giggled adoringly as I kissed her belly, and Abby squealed as she stood to give us a standing ovation.

“It better be a girl, Daddy!”

“And if it’s not?” Ruby laughed.

“I’ll just love it anyway and make you try harder next time,” Abby said with a happy shrug.

Ruby sent my siren daughter a wink as she wriggled out of my grip and strolled off with her chocolate cake, and I glanced at Nika to see my goblin-wife teary eyed with excitement.

“So many babies, my goodness!” she sighed. “Ken Jewell, you are the very best at making babies. I do hope we can accomplish the decimation of the goblins, because I want you home and doting on Ruby as much as possible for her first pregnancy. This is a glorious day!”

“Shit,” I muttered as I came crashing down from cloud nine, “yeah, I really have to squash that feud. If you’re getting pregnant next week, I’ll have all three of you expecting at once. There’s no way I’m putting up with another goblin raid right now.”

Torrance dropped his pipe in his lap, and he scrambled to brush the embers from his pants as he coughed out a cloud of smoke.

“Sorry about that,” I muttered awkwardly, “I didn’t mean to be inappropriate.”

“Oh, no, never you mind,” he wheezed between coughs, “just wasn’t aware all of your women were fixing to be in such a delicate state. That certainly does put a bit of pressure on the situation.”

“Agreed,” I sighed, and I shoveled in a slice of pie despite the fact my stomach started doing anxious backflips at the thought.

Three pregnant women, eight children, four refugees, a full barn, and every one of them depending on me.

“S’pose I ought to help you with these exploding carrying cases, then?” Torrance offered as he kneaded his hands nervously, and I could tell he was suddenly as wound up as myself. “Three women expecting seems like a time to have that plan of yours as solid as possible, I reckon.”

I sent the man a smile of relief as I nodded my agreement, and the two of us rose from the table as one to get right to work. I left Matilda with my wives and daughter since she was sitting there all sorts of dumbstruck, but I figured Calli and Nika would figure her out in the next few hours.

If it’s one thing my beautiful wives were, it was persistent.
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Chapter 13

Torrance and I spent the majority of the next two days testing different mixtures based on the supplies I’d bought from the alchemy shop in order to find the biggest bang for my buck.

Bare bones gunpowder was a far cry from the military grade explosives I was used to working with, but I knew it had been used for mining and quarry construction before secondary explosives like dynamite or TNT were invented. The low combustion rate of black powder made from a mixture of saltpeter, sulfur, and charcoal meant the substance would burn rather than detonate, but with increased pressure brought on by containing the mixture in a sealed carrier, the burning rate would increase and cause the case to explode.

What I needed to find out was how to get that explosion amped up enough to achieve a rate of reaction that could destroy full sections of the stone bridge leading into Ashgor, and I had a few underdark ideas up my sleeve.

I didn’t love the idea of testing this all out near my home, though. If I did achieve a large enough explosion, I might end up drawing the attention of the scouting villagers, but since it was broad daylight, I hoped the sparks and flashes of light wouldn’t be visible. The likelihood of creating that large of a blast with my mixture was also pretty slim since I was working with low-combustion materials and only aiming for a mid-level blast that could take out portions of the bridge rather than tear the whole thing open in one fell swoop. This way, we could rig a few explosives on the bridge’s battlements without running the higher risk of a deadly accidental detonation on the trek down there.

The last thing I wanted was for my homemade bombs to go off in the tunnels and trap us down there with no way of fleeing a colossal explosion. A minor slip up with a lower-grade explosive would likely close off a tunnel or two, but that wasn’t such a big deal since we knew three different routes to Ashgor, and every one of them had dozens of branching tunnels along the way.

So, mid-level explosives were my sweet spot, and I already knew wood charcoal would deliver a more powerful mixture overall. I had Calli work on this during the night of Torrance’s arrival while we cut the timber needed for the carrying vessels. Then, first thing the next morning, Torrance and I set up shop in the kitchen to get the gunpowder cooking.

After grinding up the wood charcoal in my hand mill, I measured out the ingredients so I would end up with enough black powder for my test runs and my final products. The ending balance would need to be seventy-five parts saltpeter, fifteen parts charcoal, and ten parts sulfur.

And it was going to be beautiful.

“Alright, Torrance,” I said as I rubbed my hands together. “First, we have to boil the saltpeter until it’s fully dissolved, and while you keep it stirring, I’ll mix the powdered sulfur and charcoal together for the next step.”

“Whatever you say, friend,” Torrance replied with a smile.

Once this was finished, we added this mixture to the boiling saltpeter until everything was evenly combined, and I used some of the cheese cloths I’d gotten for Nika to strain the ending concoction.

“You want me to save this liquid for something?” Torrance asked as he eyed the potassium nitrate drippings.

“No, that’s alright, we’ve got everything we need right here,” I told him, and I started smoothing out the wet black powder on the five cheesecloths. “This all has to lay out in the suns for a bit before we can break up the clumps, though. Should we get that corn handled while we wait?”

“That’s not a bad idea.” Torrance nodded. “I’ll see if I can drag Matilda up out of bed to lend a hand.”

“Is she not feeling well?” I asked as I slid the cheese cloths onto plates so I could carry it all to the yard more easily.

“Oh, she’ll be just fine,” he sighed. “Can’t imagine what she’s got to sulk about with all the good fortune we’ve been having lately.”

“You can’t imagine?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow.

“Well,” the older man sighed again, “you got me there, Ken. My girl is pretty sweet on you, and I think your beautiful wives have upset her a bit. Don’t worry, though, she’ll buck up soon. We are all really thankful for you taking us in and all.”

“How did the new house do for you last night?” I asked to change the subject a bit.

“Like sleeping in a palace.” Torrance’s smile widened as he rested his back against the counter. “I never knew a house could be so cozy. That wife of yours sure puts the local builders to shame. You know she even left little rivets in the window sills so we can seal them up come winter time?”

“Did she?” I asked with a smirk. “Damn, dwarves really do think of every little detail.”

“Yes, sir,” the man agreed. “My gran used to tell us stories about the strange artifacts people would find in the underdark back in her time. She said those dwarves who lived down there when her great-great-gran was a girl were some of the craftiest creatures that ever existed. I always thought it was just folklore, but I don’t doubt it for a minute now. That cabin sure is the nicest house I’ve ever lived in. I don’t know how I could ever make it up to you for bringing us here, Ken.”

“Don’t worry about making it up to me,” I chuckled as I picked up a few plates of black powder and motioned for the door. “Just having your family around is enough.”

Torrance nodded his appreciation as he grabbed the last two plates and followed me out into the yard, and we lined up the five piles of black powder in the sunlight on the porch. Then we headed over to the fields to get the corn sown while the heat of the two suns worked on the first drying phase for us.

Torrance really was a spry guy for his age, and he hummed happily to himself while he led Charlie up and down the field with a plow. I followed behind laying the seed, and when Torrance dragged Matilda out of their new house and insisted she make herself useful, I left the pair of them to finish off the crop while I returned to the house to dampen and grind up the lumps of black powder and get everything back into a fine grain. Then I laid it all out in the suns for the last phase of the drying cycle and started setting up a testing station.

I decided to keep the workspace across the river just in case the experiments went horribly wrong, and I set up three testing stations on three separate stumps with silver dishes I’d bought for Nika in town. This way I could test the results of multiple mixtures while Torrance helped prepare the next one.

Once the testing stations were set up, I headed over to check on the finished gunpowder mixture.

“We’ve got all the corn in the ground,” Torrance announced as he caught me on the other side of the bridge.

“Wow,” I replied with a grin, “you work fast. I was only gone an hour.”

“Sowing a field is as easy as pie, once you’ve done it enough,” the old farmer chuckled. “And I’ve done it enough.”

“Well, then, once again, I’m happy to have you around, Torrance,” I said and clapped him on the back.

The man smiled, and the crinkles around his eyes fanned out as we trekked over to check on the finished gunpowder mixture. The double heat of the suns had done the trick in speeding up the process. By the time first supper was finished, we were already across the bridge and settling in to begin the trials.

Given that the gunpowder alone, even when contained in a vessel, wouldn’t provide quite enough of a kick, I’d already decided to try my hand at exploring some unconventional approaches. There were several magical components and strange substances I’d come across in the underdark that had piqued my curiosity in the last several months, and not just the acidy sludge or the beetles that smelled like roasted marshmallows but randomly tasted like rancid pickle juice. I had my mind set on things that displayed either enhancing or erratic properties at some point, and thanks to Nika and Calli’s scavenging lists, I had most of them already on hand. If I could get even one of these more unconventional ingredients to deliver an added kick, then I’d be able to achieve my means. Plus, I’d only have to cart a few explosives along for the trek to Ashgor.

The first option was mana mushrooms, since eating just one of these bad boys increased my goblin-sons strength, speed, and stamina by nearly tenfold. So, I told Nika to bake twenty mana mushrooms until they were crispy enough to grind into a powder, and then I tried three different measurements added to our black powder mixture. With the least amount of mana powder added, nothing changed when I used my magnesium fire starter to light the mixture, but with the most amount, the combustion rate increased significantly. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough of an improvement to cause the explosive reaction I needed, so I made note of the results on a slip of parchment before moving on to a species of lichen I’d found out glowed neon green whenever it came in contact with fire.

About seven months ago, I accidentally lit a whole cavern on fire while trying to escape a flock of bat-like creatures. I didn’t know what species they were, but I’d given them the harmless nickname of mustard flies to distract from their more terrifying qualities. The flock must have been dangling in the shadows twenty feet above me, but I was busy digging around in a pile of bones to salvage anything the devoured dwarves had to offer.

The mustard flies gave me no warning they were even in residence before they shot from the darkness above, and they launched into an elaborate series of flybys as they shrieked and parted their fanged jaws. Then they rained down a yellow liquid that cut out my vision in one eye with searing pain.

Before that happened, I managed to get a decent visual, and not only did these mustard flies have four wings instead of two, but there appeared to be brown scales on their bodies that could shift into spikes that felt like razor tiny blades when they collided with me. So, I obviously panicked, and I used my magnesium fire starter to try and get a makeshift torch lit I could wave around and keep them at bay. The lichen I used as kindling caught better than I expected, and within a matter of seconds, half the cave went up in glowing green flames.

What the green glow meant, I had no idea, but it was weird and worth testing out after a scene like that.

It actually turned out the lichen was one of Nika’s favorite garnishes for her swarmslugs, too, so I started bringing some back every time I passed a patch of the stuff. What I’d stored in the kitchen was already dry enough to grind into powder, and it had a similar effect on the black powder as the mana mushrooms, but with a ghoulish green haze that smelled like burnt kale. A higher concentration of the lichen made a really fun fizzle sound, and I decided to test out a combination of mana and lichen next.

By this point, I felt like a fucking wizard mixing up underdark concoctions as night fell around us and the red moon rose. Mine and Torrance’s kids had all gathered on the bridge hours ago to watch us work, and they leapt and howled every time I ignited a new concoction to send up a few pops and fizzles of smoke. The youngest boys thought Matilda’s clapping was hilarious enough to copy enthusiastically, and Markus and Maximus did their best to encourage the goblins to annoy their sister as much as possible in the process.

Sawsaw held Blink up on his shoulders while he grunted his approval now and then, but he kept his gaze locked on my work with the amount of studious focus I never achieved in school.

Abby was curiously removed from the general ruckus, though, and she made sure to stand front and center as close to the edge of the bridge as she could get without me sending her a warning glance. After a while, I decided she must have been mentally preparing for her big underdark expedition because she seemed to be gauging her reactions based solely on Sawsaw’s.

Whenever Sawsaw grunted, Abby would nod her approval, and if he furrowed his brow, she would both smile and nod. A chest pound must have been the highest level of praise because this caused Abby to holler my name over and over until I finally looked up from my work, and then she’d send me two thumbs up like I’d taught her.

With the smell of fireworks in the air and the cheering of the halfling and human kids echoing across the river, I sensed the familiar nostalgia of a Fourth of July party from the gathering. Torrance and I were mostly experimenting with different measurements of mana powder and dried lichen added to black powder for a while, and my wives brought out fresh ale for us and baked treats for the kids. Nika gasped and fawned over every little burst of flame and smoke, and despite the looming fear in my gut that I wouldn’t be able to find the right mixture in time for the Goblin Bluizz, I was kind of enjoying the whole sideshow wizard vibe.

But mostly, it was nice to see the families mingling with relative ease.

Compared to the angry mobs of villagers, Torrance’s family were like night and day. Matilda did keep inching away from my green sons whenever they weren’t looking, but no matter how hard she tried, she still ended up caught between their flailing arms every time they celebrated my efforts. Other than her, though, it looked like our two families might be able to make this arrangement work just fine, and Torrance admired the view as well with a few nods of approval and plenty of long overdue helpings of ale.

I wrapped up the magic show when it seemed like an appropriate time to claim it was past bedtime, but really, I wanted to push off my next underdark option until it was daylight again. It was the one I was most eager to test out, but also the most dangerous based on what I’d witnessed at the tail end of Ruby’s maze of death.

At the time, I’d recognized the distinct hue of the spear tips that shot out of the blackened tunnel without question. I wasn’t sure how Ruby had managed the deadly finale, but after witnessing the crazy lightning-storm destruction of the cave, I had high hopes for the crystals with regards to my explosives.

The question was how dangerous this next round of experimentation would be.

Once we finished our first Clan Jewell explosives test party, we bade Torrance’s family a good night and tucked the goblin-kids in their little straw nests out back, and when Abby was curled up at the bottom of her pond, Ruby poured a goblet of wine for me and tea for my wives. It had taken several conversations about the effects of alcohol on a fetus in my world vs the merits in this one, but eventually, they’d relented and agreed that, as the future king of this world, I probably knew best.

Honestly, I had no fucking idea if alcohol really made a goblin baby grow faster or slower or not, but I wasn’t about to play dice with this one.

So, we all climbed into bed with our drinks to discuss the risks, and my dwarven wife shimmied herself into a nook between me and Calli while she detailed how she managed to chip off the tips of smaller crystals to form the spear tips without being electrocuted.

“So, it’s a like-agrees-with-like type of thing?” I asked.

“Must be,” Ruby said with a shrug. “As long as you’re smashing a crystal against another crystal, their electrical current seems to be neutralized. It took a lot of trial and error, but I figured out how to strike the fuckers together at just the right angle to get a good spear tip out of it.”

“You are such a clever little nimble-fingered girl,” Nika sighed.

“Not always,” Ruby chuckled. “The tricky part is handling the broken bits.”

“Really?” I asked. “We’ve dropped a few in the kitchen by accident, but I always just nudged them out the door with my boot.”

“Those must be some good boots, then,” Ruby replied, “because the electrical charge intensifies when the crystals are altered from their original shape.”

“Shit, really?”

Ruby nodded from behind her tea cup. “Once, I ended up spending half a day fully paralyzed in my cave when I first attempted to use the crystal powers for my defenses.”

“Ooo, paralysis sounds exciting!” Nika giggled. “What was it like?”

“Miserable,” Ruby laughed. “I broke a crystal open because I wanted to use the shards like my nail traps, but when I picked up a piece, everything went electric blue, and I dropped to the ground. I couldn’t see anything but blue bursts of light in my vision, and I couldn’t move a muscle for ages. I thought I was fucking dying.”

“Yeah, that would scare the hell out of me,” I muttered.

“I like the color blue,” Nika said with a shrug, and Calli snorted into her tea.

“So, how did you end up handling the shards?” I asked.

“At first I used moss like a little mitt,” Ruby explained, “but it burns straight through within half a minute of direct contact with the crystals, so I needed to work pretty quickly. Then I dropped a shard on a wooden bench I’d made, and nothing happened. That’s when I realized wood doesn’t react to the crystals, so I fashioned a pair of wooden tongs for working with the shards. I left them in the underdark like an idiot, though.”

I shook my head at her assessment, but then I thought on all of this for a moment.

“I guess that explains why we were able to harvest them for lighting,” I said. “We always uproot them from the base, rather than breaking them off from their clusters. Other than spooking the animals, we’ve never had much trouble with the power they put off in their full form. These boots are military grade, too, so I guess it’s lucky I never bent down to clean up the broken ones. I just figured they’d be sharp like glass, is all.”

“More proof you are the smartest man in the world,” Nika cooed. “Even when you don’t mean to be, you are perfectly clever. This is a very good quality for a goblin king. Most goblin kings are incredibly stupid.”

I chuckled while I admired the sparkle in my goblin-wife’s emerald eyes, and as I hopped up to return our cups to the kitchen, I thought over Ruby’s insight on the magical underdark crystals.

Combined with my previous strange encounters with the crystals, everything she said was admittedly unnerving, but this was excellent news for my current purposes.

Whatever electrical force the crystals gave off, the enhanced combustive effect that shattering them caused gave me the idea they might increase in explosive potential if I broke them down even more.

The trouble was how to achieve this without going paralytic and missing the Goblin Bluizz altogether.

So, at first light, I crawled out from between the limbs of my women and headed across the river to get an early start on tackling the issue. Initially, I crushed a mid-sized crystal from the kitchen into shards with the butt of my axe, but the shockwave coursing up the handle into my palms sent me flying three feet back from where I stood. To avoid finding out what would happen to me if I attempted to grind the shards up in a mortar, I used a couple twigs to brush the smaller shards into a dish of gunpowder first.

The reaction wasn’t what I had in mind, but it was unexpectedly cool. When I lit the gunpowder in the dish, the crystals glowed a brilliant shade of violet, and when the gunpowder had burnt itself up, the shards went back to their normal blue and were wholly unaltered. So, that was something to get into another time, but for now, it looked like I had no choice but to grind the shards into powder if I wanted them to interact with the other compounds.

I formed a demolition pad out of river rock for the task, and then I scattered the few shards on this slab of stone. From the top of a stump about ten feet away, I could toss small boulders out to try and crush the crystals, and every hit sent streaks of purple bolts out in every direction. Only a few of these arced far enough to get beyond the bounds of the stone slab, but the ones that did ended up igniting the grass. Torrance had joined me by this point, though, so I put him on dousing duty with a pail of river water while I continued perfecting my aim with the boulders.

Once I’d crushed a few shards into a crystalline powder, I tried to use leaves like a dustpan and broom to gather it all up, but the leaves disintegrated into ash the moment they came into contact with the stuff, so I ended up pulling the river rock up and just tipping the crystal dust into my gunpowder mixture. Then I leapt out of range in case the contents caused a reaction on first contact.

Surprisingly, they didn’t, but the mixture of crystal and black powder began to glow a deep, oceanic blue that pulsed every few seconds like a heartbeat, and Torrance and I slowly came closer to stare at the strange concoction in the silver dish.

“You sure you wanna set this one on fire?” Torrance asked uneasily while he clutched his pail of water in his wiry arms.

“No,” I admitted, “but that is the next step, regardless.”

“Perhaps you ought to light something and then toss it in from a safer distance,” he suggested after we’d both stood there staring at the mesmerizing pulse of the powder for a moment.

“Yeah, that’s the plan.”

The rest of the homestead was slowly waking up, and Matilda was the first to show up on the bridge again. She was pale and clutching the railing while we continued setting up, but Torrance and I sent her a few reassuring waves, and she finally retreated to the porch to watch from a safer distance.

Then I used my magnesium fire starter to light a small bundle of twigs, and once Torrance was a few yards away, I tossed the flaming bundle into the silver dish and ran like hell.

I only made it four steps before the blast, and then I flew another thirty feet through the air as a thunderous clap broke out and deafened me. My ears were ringing, and my head was spinning when I finally came crashing down into the bushes, and I couldn’t reorient myself again for a couple minutes.

“Holy fuck,” I gasped from my back as I stared up at the sky, and the clouds pinwheeled overhead.

Eventually, I clambered out of the brush and stumbled my way toward the river, but then I froze as I stared at the crater I’d blasted into the ground.

It was as wide as two semi-trucks were long and nearly as deep, and it reached all the way to the river, so rushing water had immediately begun to fill the hole. Any remains of the silver dish were disintegrated, and Torrance was rubbing furiously at his ears nearby while he tried to regain his hearing. Over near the house, Matilda was flattened on her back across the porch steps, and the rest of my family wandered into the yard in silent confusion.

I sent them all a wave to show them things were under control, but it was clear by their frantic pawing at their ears that none of them could hear for shit. Once Sawsaw was pinned down by his terrified brothers all clawing to hold his hands, everything seemed to settle down a bit, and Matilda was finally propped up on Nika’s shoulder when my wife noticed her splayed out on the steps.

Meanwhile, I’d made a new pond in less than two seconds, and the river bridge no longer existed.

Fuck, yeah. I loved being a sapper. Bombs were awesome.

“How much of that dust did we add?” I hollered to Torrance at my side, but I couldn’t even hear my own voice, so I wasn’t surprised when the man only squinted and mouthed something equally incoherent back.

I waved him off and turned to be sure the rest of my supply of black powder hadn’t been in range, and once I did an inventory check of my tools, I gestured for Torrance to wade across the river with me toward the house.

The ringing in my ears subsided within the hour, and I could slowly make out what the others said as long as we yelled to communicate. Nika laughed her ass off at all of us while Ruby ate more cake and didn’t seem to mind the effects, and Calli dutifully sang nonstop for another half hour.

Her siren song seemed to make the largest improvement, and by the time she finally finished singing, I only had a throbbing headache to show for the accidental detonation.

“Well, that was kind of lucky,” I muttered while we all sat in the front yard and stared at the substantial pond Calli and Abby were ecstatic about.

“How do you figure?” Torrance asked around the stem of his pipe.

“Sawsaw said it didn’t create any smoke,” I pointed out, “and the light shot straight out instead of up, right?”

Sawsaw nodded his agreement. “Bright light. Very.”

“A sound that loud isn’t going to carry in a way anyone in the vicinity can pinpoint the root of, so we may not have to worry about it giving away our exact location, at least.”

“That is something,” Torrance chuckled.

“So, all we have to do is figure out how much dust we added, and then never add that much again,” I decided.

“But it’s such a fun trick,” Nika insisted with a pout. “The goblin army will shit blood out of their eyeballs if you bring this trick into Ashgor! Let’s do it!”

“Maybe so,” I laughed, “but it’ll also incapacitate us while we’re trying to escape the underdark.”

“That sounds less fun,” Nika murmured as she tapped her chin and looked up to the suns.

“But it’s definitely along the lines of what we’re looking for,” I continued. “If I can scale down the explosion, we’ll be in business. I just have to create some more crystal powder to test out other measurements.”

“Calli and I can work on that while you start the carrying vessels,” Ruby mumbled through her chocolate frosting.

“Oh, yes, I like the sparks, they’re so pretty,” Calli added with a glittering smile. “Let us make the dust, please?”

“Sure, that would be very helpful,” I replied as I eyed the second sun.

We were already on day two of our trials since Torrance and I had taken part of yesterday to get the corn planted in the eastern field. I also realized halfway through planning my explosives that I needed to head out on a solo stealth mission into town to get a couple miscellaneous items for the vessels, as well as a few extra bits of flare for the Goblin Bluizz. If we were going BYOB on this one, I wanted to make sure the B was more than locked down, and for that, I had to make a raiding pit stop before the party.

I still wanted to get the locking system on the barn installed before we left for Ashgor, though. It was a little morbid, but in case nothing went according to plan tomorrow, I wanted to be sure the livestock survived, for the sake of the family.

Now, it was nearly first lunch already, and first thing tomorrow we’d be off to the underdark.

According to Nika, the celebration of the Goblin Bluizz began long before moonrise so the cooking of the victor could begin at the proper time. The moment the full moon rose, the goblin king’s feast would be underway already, which meant we had to be in the underdark with the bridge rigged by midday tomorrow.

“I’ll make another workspace for you ladies out of river rock, but then I’m gonna get the boys together to start on the vessels,” I told my wives. “Let me know as soon as you have enough crystal dust for me to start working on a mixture again. Markus and Maximus, you can focus on tending the livestock before you get to chopping that wood you wanted, and Matilda, why don’t you give Nika a hand with dinner? It’d be nice to sit down to a group meal before we head out tomorrow, and that’ll take some prep work for all fifteen of us.”

“Now, that does sound mighty nice,” Torrance said with a smile, but Matilda didn’t move an inch despite the glittering grin Nika sent her.

“How exciting!” Nika gushed. “Matilda, you can teach me all sorts of things about cooking surface foods while I share my tips and tricks about skinning animals with teeth rather than the fancy knife Ken Jewell brought me.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Torrance agreed, “Matilda is a real whiz in the kitchen. You seem to know quite enough as it is, Miss Nika, but she’d sure love to lend a hand, wouldn’t you, Matilda?”

Matilda’s eyes flicked to mine, and she must have caught the meaning of my hardened expression this time because she immediately sighed and mumbled a low, “Sure.”

“Great,” I replied, and I spared the girl a smile for the first time in a day and a half. “You two enjoy yourselves, but Nika, you don’t have to go all out on this one. Just a simple, nourishing meal is fine. Torrance, you mentioned you have a couple chisels, right?”

“Certainly do,” he said as he tapped out the ash of his pipe and stood. “You need them for the vessels?”

“Yeah, I’m burning out the center of those logs we cut yesterday,” I explained. “I want to chisel out the innards while they’re smoldering to speed up the process. That’ll form the chamber where the powder mixture is held. Ruby verified the crystal doesn’t seem to react to wood, so with the right balance of compounds, the crystal dust shouldn’t destroy the vessel before we get a chance to set them off.”

With everyone scattering to attend to their tasks, I was left with little Abby smiling up at me while she bounced on her toes, but then I sent her to help Nika and Matilda since she had a way of cheering just about anyone up. Hopefully, the bonding time would cool Matilda’s attitude a bit, because so far, she was the only one refusing to settle into the group.

Markus and Maximus were already completely fascinated by my goblin-sons and their weaponry, and I decided Torrance was just easy going about everything. He smiled, nodded, and oozed gratitude and forbearance like any man who’d been given a leg up when he desperately needed it. My wives collectively adored the old guy, and they found his habit of insisting they should rest in their pregnant conditions both charming and ridiculous.

Ruby’s pregnancy news yesterday seemed to have been the last straw for Matilda, though, and the young woman hadn’t spoken more than twice since finding out all three of my wives were happily carrying my children at present. After our first feast together, she’d gone to her new home and only reemerged the next day because Torrance insisted she make herself useful and help with the corn.

So, I made sure the young woman actually did as I asked her to, and only when she disappeared into the house behind Nika with Abby close behind did I lay out a fresh slab of stone for Calli and Ruby to work with. Then I turned to my sons, who were diligently awaiting their orders beside the river.

“Alright, boys,” I sighed, “we need to get this ball rolling if we’re going to be ready in time for the Goblin Bluizz. Head across the stream to where the timber’s stacked and find six logs about a foot across and eight inches long. Gather them here in the yard, and Sawsaw, get a small fire going for when your brothers return. I’ll show you all what we’re doing with the logs before I get back to working on the black powder mixture.”

When my sons returned from wading across the river with their logs held high above their heads, I had Sawsaw help them each saw a two-inch slice off one end of their logs.

“These are gonna be the caps for the vessels, so don’t lose them,” I warned. “Once you’ve got the cap separated, you’re gonna use some charred wood from Sawsaw’s fire to hollow out the logs. Place it in the center of the heartwood like this to get it started burning but keep the walls an inch thick all the way around, and don’t burn through the bottom. We need to be able to pour the mixture in and reseal it when we’re done, understood?”

“Yes, Da!” they barked.

“Alright, so get burning, and here’s the two chisels we’ve got to work with. The rest of you can use the spiked end of your war hammers. I’m leaving Sawsaw in charge, and before anyone asks, no, we’re not throwing the flaming logs at each other for fun.”

Shitter and Canigo slouched while they exchanged disappointed looks, but Sawsaw gave a crisp salute. Then he stood at attention beside his brothers in the grass while they started on the burn out process.

Calli was already waving me over to where she and Ruby were hurling boulders at their crystals, and with every zap of electrical current, the pair of them threw their heads back and laughed like two drunk girls playing darts.

“What have you got for me?” I asked when I got over to them.

“Is that enough dust to start with?” Calliope asked, and she clutched her tummy as she tried to quiet her giggles.

“That’s perfect,” I replied. “I need to take the stones with me to carry it all, but Ruby, can you grab a few replacements so you guys can keep breaking crystals in case I need another batch?”

“Sure,” she said with a mock sigh, “but only because you fucked a baby into me.”

“Awesome,” I chuckled as the dwarven woman sent me a glowing smile. “Remind me to get you pregnant whenever I need a favor.”

“I’m very okay with this,” Ruby snickered.

Then Calli giggled and pulled Ruby into a celebratory hug, and while the dwarven woman wrestled to free her face from my siren-wife’s stifling breasts, I gathered three slabs of rock up and carefully made my way across the river.

I’d have to add “rebuild the damn bridge” to my to do list, but I didn’t have a minute to spare on another project at the moment. The blast from the crystal dust had been about ten times stronger than I needed, and I was losing time fast. I didn’t want to still be running trials with the explosives once it was dark enough to see the flashes of light, so I needed to get my mixture on point as quickly as possible, especially if I was going to find time for my stealth mission into Hamstead. I also still had to do a vessel test with a fully rigged explosive and finish constructing the final product before dinner.

Torrance was waiting for me across the river with a fresh silver dish to replace the one we’d obliterated on the last test run, and when I joined him, he sent me a thoughtful look.

“Now that my head has stopped spinning,” Torrance started, “I reckon that was about a tablespoon of crystal dust we added to the last mixture.”

“You’re sure?” I clarified, and the man nodded.

“Yes, sir. I’ve been eyeballing my recipes nearly all my life. That’d be about a tablespoon.”

“Perfect,” I replied. “Then let’s take it down to a dash of crystal dust and work our way up from there.”

This time, Torrance was hunkered down behind a stack of felled logs before I ignited the black powder, but the reaction was only about as loud as a revolver and didn’t do shit to the silver dish.

Another dash or two blasted the stump apart, and when we bumped it up to one and a half teaspoons, we finally seemed to be nearing that mid-level sweet spot I had in mind. I didn’t want to risk upping the ante too much with the crystal dust, since accidental detonation seemed more probable with random magical components involved, so we spent the next hour playing around with a more elaborate combination while I started wondering if this was what it felt like to be Walter White.

In the end, we decided on a recipe consisting of one cup of black powder, one and a half teaspoons of crystal dust, two tablespoons of mana powder, and a dash of lichen for a bit of stylistic flare.

Cause why the fuck not?

We added this mixture to a test vessel Sawsaw brought across the river for us, and for now, I used a bit of cording from Nika’s stash to secure the lid. Then I used a hand drill to carve out a slim hole straight through the lid, and a scrap of loose linen wedged through the hole served as a fuse.

“Alright, everybody get beyond the house for this one,” I ordered, and everyone except Abby followed my instructions. Then Sawsaw retraced his steps, and after he nudged his sister and pounded his chest, the little siren abruptly switched gears into soldier-mode again.

With mine and Torrance’s families well out of range, I sent Torrance to join the others before I lit the fuse, and this time, I made it out of range before the blast.

It was really a hell of a blast, too. A few trees keeled over while the ground broke apart, but no one was deaf at the end of it. I was glad I hadn’t bothered to build the bridge again, because the new pond gained an extra few feet in diameter, but I could tell the lid had blown a little too early and doused the full effect.

Still, with a little bit of tweaking, the blood feud with Nika’s father would be nothing but a war story told around the fire at Clan Jewell.

It was time to blow some goblin assholes up.



[image: ]



Chapter 14

Once I felt more confident about the headway on the explosives, I made my raiding pit stop to the village of Hamstead, quickly bought all the shit I needed, and still managed to make it back just in time for dinner. After dropping the last bit of supplies for the Bluizz on the porch, I strolled into the house to find everyone already gathered together at the table.

“Ken Jewell!” Nika exclaimed, and she grabbed a dish to bring it within an inch of my nose. “What do you suppose this is? Try to guess!”

I smirked. “It’s a quiche.”

“How did you know?” she pouted.

“Because I’ve had them before,” I chuckled. “They’re good.”

“Well, I have never imagined such a sneaky way to hide cake in eggs, but Miss Matilda made it, and I believe we should all applaud her for the creative effort,” Nika declared, and she returned the pan to the table before motioning for our goblin-sons to stand.

Matilda blushed to her roots while everyone joined in, and I added my own applause as well.

“Thank you for the quiche, Matilda,” I said with a smirk. “Nika loves learning new things in the kitchen.”

Matilda’s eyes were suddenly dreamy all over again. “Thank you, Ken.”

“For what?”

“For… being here for dinner,” Matilda said as she blushed even deeper, and her little brothers snorted as they nudged her from either side. The young woman sent them both a furious look, but I turned my attention to my wives, who were flanking Torrance’s kids while Nika sat their father directly beside her.

This left me surrounded by my goblin sons with Abby sitting at the head of the table in Calli’s spot, and my little girl looked very pleased with herself.

“Thanks for waiting for me to start,” I said as I settled in. “You guys didn’t have to do that.”

“Dinner doesn’t taste right without you,” Abby informed me importantly. “Now that Captain Daddy is here, we may begin.”

I sighed as my goblin sons lurched for the plates of food, and Abby sent me a giant smile above the mayhem.

“When did I get a promotion?” I asked the little siren. “Last I checked, it was Sergeant Daddy.”

“What’s the difference?” she asked with a crinkled brow.

“About twenty thousand dollars a year,” I chuckled. “Eat your fish.”

Abby shrugged and bit the head off her trout. “Did you get to kill any bounty hunters on your raiding pit stop, Daddy?”

“Nope,” I said with a smirk. “It was pretty uneventful. Town’s still going off about Crazy Ken, and the pub’s crawling with pissed off bounty hunters with no leads. Same old stuff.”

“And did you find everything you needed?” Torrance asked curiously.

“Sure did,” I replied. “I’ll finish off those vessels tonight before bed, and with a few extra embellishments, this will be a Goblin Bluizz for the ages … ”

I trailed off as I noticed Torrance’s sons had gaping grins while they watched my boys shovel fistfuls of anything they could reach into their gullets, and I cleared my throat as I nodded to Torrance.

“What was that you were saying about raising boys?” I asked, and I sent the man an apologetic grin.

Torrance began to chuckle, though. “Not sure I can offer any kind of advice for this one. Best to let boys be boys, I s’pose.”

Markus’s eyes lit up like he’d just been given the green light, and he was reaching to take a fistful of potatoes for himself when Torrance sent him a sharp look that deflated the kid all at once. Then a devious smile came to Markus’ face, and he looked at Shitter wolfing down food across the table.

“Hey, Shitter,” he said, “I bet I can eat nicer than you can. Winner gets to dissect the dead frog we found by the river.”

Shitter let a wad of half chewed bread drop from his mouth to his plate, and he narrowed his eyes at the challenge. Everyone fell silent for a moment while the other goblins waited for a response, and I almost scoffed out loud when my most savage son suddenly picked up a spoon for the first time in his life.

“Shitter,” he growled at Markus. “Shitter eat wit spoon.”

What really got me was the younger goblins joined right in, and while Torrance sat up a bit straighter with glint of pride, Nika pursed her lips.

“Well… I suppose you boys should have fun with all kinds of games,” she allowed, “but let’s not forget how important it is for young goblin men to let their natural--”

“Nika,” I interrupted, “don’t kill this one. They’re actually chewing without me having to hear every bite for once.”

My goblin-wife raised her eyebrows in silent disapproval as she turned her attention to her quiche, and I let out a happy sigh as I finally dug in.

Sawsaw looked incredibly torn with the situation, but his respect for his goblin-mother finally won out, and while the rest of the table fell into cordial conversation and severely restrained habits, Sawsaw noshed loudly and enjoyed Nika’s smiles for the rest of the meal.

I didn’t mind in the slightest. He was the least of my worries where my kids were concerned these days.

Sawsaw had already helped Nika create the straps needed to carry the explosives on our backs tomorrow, finished eight vessels when I only asked for six, restrung the fishing net after the bridge exploded, and still found time to teach Canigo how to hurl a war hammer with outstanding precision. He was killing the big brother role, basically, and I was honestly just as proud of him as Torrance was of Markus at the moment.

To each his own, and all that.

So, our last dinner before the Goblin Bluizz was a pleasant one, and I couldn’t imagine any way of improving life on the homestead beyond this. Great company, fantastic food, and Matilda even managed to respond in full sentences when Nika addressed her. I could tell their afternoon together had done wonders to improve the tension, and I smiled at the sight.

She still had trouble acknowledging Calli’s existence, but I figured it had to do with the skin-tight shirt the siren wore that showed off her perfectly toned belly and supple hips.

I made sure to praise the young woman a couple more times for helping Nika out, though, and when we began discussing our plans for the following morning, Matilda seemed to be paying close attention rather than scowling at her plate.

“I will make sure you have enough snacks to bring along,” Calli assured me, “but please don’t let Abby forget there’s a fish in her pack. I don’t want her new pretty present from Nika to get ruined.”

“You made Abby a molle pack?” I asked as I turned to Nika, and my goblin-wife blushed.

“Of course, I did, Ken Jewell,” she purred. “Goblin green, just like she asked.”

“Thank you,” I said with a grin. “You always take care of everything.”

“It is my duty as the wife of a goblin king to ensure every little detail is thought of for your raids,” she replied happily. “I even baked blueberry muffins for you to bring along because they’re your favorite.”

“They are?” I asked in confusion.

“I don’t know,” she giggled, “you like everything I bake, so I just picked one thing and made it.”

I chuckled and raised my glass to the woman, but before I could take a sip, Shitter slammed his spoon down so hard he cracked his plate in half.

“Shitter wins!” he bellowed through a wad of potatoes.

“No way!” Markus countered. “I ate way nicer than you, look … my plate’s not broken. That’s good manners.”

“No, Shitter wins,” my son assured him. “Frog’s mine.”

Then every goblin at the table lunged for the door, and Markus and Maximus angrily tore after them as seats went crashing to the ground.

“I reckon we’d best be off,” Torrance chuckled. “Thank you kindly for the meal, Miss Nika, and for letting my daughter have a go at that beautiful kitchen of yours. It’s sure done wonders for her mood to have some companionship.”

“You’re very welcome!” Nika replied, and she helped the man to his feet as she squeezed his arm affectionately. “Any pretty girl Ken Jewell brings home is always welcome to cook with me.”

Matilda looked surprised by the statement, but she recovered in time to remember to stand up and join her father at the door. Then she sort of returned the hug Nika forced on her, waved to Abby, and sent me a blushing smile.

“Good luck killing the goblins tomorrow, Ken,” Matilda said softly. “I hope you won’t be threatened, or spit at, or mangled, or maimed, or strung up, or killed, or--”

“Yes, that’s enough, dear,” Torrance interrupted and cleared his throat. “You all have a lovely evening. I’ll be by in the morning to see you’re all set for the excursion.”

We all followed them out onto the porch to wave to our new neighbors as they set off, and I cocked a brow as Sawsaw strolled out of the darkness with a half-eaten frog in his teeth.

“Wait a minute, you didn’t even play the game,” I pointed out.

“Sawsaw’s bigger. Frog’s mine.” Sawsaw took another bite from the frog’s shoulder and shrugged.

Nika giggled and planted a big mama-goblin kiss on Sawsaw’s cheek, and while he smirked and wiped his cheek clean, I gestured for the others to head off to their nests.

Abby whined and begged to stay up late to help me prep for the journey, but I wasn’t about to have a grumpy siren-girl on my hands tomorrow. Only when Calli offered to sleep with her in the pond and chat about the ambush did my daughter finally relent and head off to bed, and once the house was all settled for the night, I poured myself a generous helping of ale and headed back out to the porch.

The red moon looked nearly ready to burst it was so big tonight, and I let out a long sigh as I sat down on the steps and pulled an empty log vessel over.

I had enough of the powder mixture left to make way more explosives than would be necessary to take down the bridge of Ashgor, so I decided to store the excess in the kitchen for another attack once I got this batch of vessels all squared away.

While I scooped two cups of glowing blue-black powder into each of the seven remaining logs, I went over my supply list in my head. I would need to remember to bring my signaling mirror this time since we’d be running a coordinated attack from different areas of the cavern, and I absolutely couldn’t forget my waterproof matches. I also wanted to bring along a couple extra kids for detonation duty, but I honestly couldn’t decide who I could trust with the task.

“Shitter might be ready,” I mumbled to myself as I filled the next vessel, “but he’s such a wild card. He does respect Sawsaw’s authority better than the others, though, and if--”

Half the contents of the vessel dumped all over me when Sawsaw suddenly appeared out of absolutely nowhere on the steps beside me, and while I clutched my heart and held my breath in case my pants ignited, I glanced at the sorry look on his face.

“Don’t do that!” I gasped as I quickly brushed the powder off me. “I thought we went over this. No sneaky-sneaky when I’m working on weaponry. That goes double with explosives, alright?”

“Sawsaw,” he said with a fervent nod.

I let out a deep sigh and sat back down, and after making sure I wasn’t about to drink my own black powder, I downed the last of my ale and furrowed my brow in Sawsaw’s direction.

“What are you doing still awake? You’re supposed to be in your nest resting up for tomorrow.”

My son bit his green lip, and then he gestured toward the vessels lined up at my feet.

“Too curious, huh?”

Sawsaw nodded again.

“Yeah, explosives are pretty fucking cool,” I admitted. “I saw you watching me work yesterday. You thinking about joining the family business?”

“Sawsaw,” he said with a grin.

“Alright, buddy,” I chuckled. “You can help me out. I actually wanted your opinion on a few things anyway. Take this measuring cup, and you’re gonna put two level scoops into each of the vessels. Then I’ll show you how to seal them up and run the fuse.”

My son eagerly pulled my batch of explosive powder over and set to work, and after making sure he had his scoops nice and level, I continued.

“I’ve been thinking about what troops we should bring out tomorrow,” I told Sawsaw. “Nika, Ruby, and Abby will be joining us, but that’s not enough to ensure the detonation goes off without a hitch. Who do you think you could bring along?”

Sawsaw thought about this for a moment. “Shitter?”

“Yeah, I thought that, too, since he’s the oldest of the bunch,” I admitted, “but he’s got the tendency to follow his appetite more than orders. I can’t have him disappearing to snack on a bunch of kobolds when he’s supposed to be setting off explosives. That would compromise the entire operation.”

“Sheep,” Sawsaw said with a shrug.

“What do you mean?”

“Shitter likes sheep,” he replied, and he gestured toward the barn. “One sheep, then we go. Shitter’s good.”

I raised my eyebrows. “So… all I have to do is sacrifice one sheep, and he’ll be full enough to stay in line? That’s really all it takes?”

Sawsaw nodded and continued his work.

“Fair price,” I muttered. “I can let him slaughter a sheep first thing in the morning. Who else? We’ve got eight vessels, but I’m only planning on bringing six and leaving two behind as a backup for general defenses here. Abby and Ruby will be waiting on the bridge while we head into Ashgor with your mother. Shitter can help the other two with detonation, which leaves one open slot on the bridge.”

“Canigo,” Sawsaw said with a firm nod. “Gob’s fierce.”

“Yeah, but will he follow orders and stay out of sight?”

Sawsaw thought for another second. “War hammer. Gob’s favorite.”

“That doesn’t seem unfair?” I snickered.

“Gob needs to learn,” Sawsaw insisted. “War hammer’s fair.”

“Well, that’s true,” I allowed. “Alright. Canigo can go for once, but one toe out of line, and no more war hammer. Make sure his brothers know the deal, too.”

“Sawsaw,” he agreed, and he shuffled the powder aside to gesture to the vessels. “Done.”

“Perfect,” I replied, and I reached back to pull my wares from Hamstead over. “So, I actually pried these bands off a few barrels, but we’re gonna use them to seal the vessels more tightly than the cording can. The tighter they’re sealed, the more pressure can build in the vessel, and the explosion will be bigger. Hand me the canister of nails over there. I’ll show you how to attach them.”

Sawsaw grabbed my nails and hammer from the shadows while I used my pickaxe to break the metal bands into shorter strips, and then I secured one of the wooden lids on top of a vessel.

“Now, first you need to hammer the band so it folds over the top and right along the edge nice and snug,” I explained as I started pounding the metal at the corner of the lid. “Once it’s flush on the top and both sides, you can start securing the bands into place with the nails. Two nails on the side straps, two on the top.”

“Sawsaw,” he said as he followed along, and once I had the first vessel firmly sealed off, I handed him my hammer and gestured for him to give it a try on the rest. He worked swiftly and silently with the same precision his mother had, and I smiled to myself while I worked side by side with my goblin-son on our homemade bombs.

It was moments like this that all of the trials of fatherhood seemed to melt away, and I was left with only the badassery of rearing bloodthirsty monster babies to help me destroy my enemies.

It was more than pride I felt on the subject, though. It was a deep, primal determination to expand my brood, build up my defenses, decimate my foes, and make love to all of my wives another few times just to make absolutely sure they were pregnant.

The sense I was fulfilling my destiny in this alien world I’d come to call home sent a warm shiver down my spine, and as I began drilling holes for the fuses, I couldn’t help wondering what the hell was going on with me lately.

“Maybe it’s my power,” I mused under my breath.

“Sawsaw?” my son asked.

“Oh, nothing,” I replied. “Just thinking. Out loud, apparently.”

“Power,” Sawsaw said, and he pounded his fist on my chest with a nod. Then he gestured to the explosives.

“Yeah, explosives do kind of instill a sense of power,” I agreed as I moved on to the next lid. “Maybe the last few days are going to my head, but don’t let power like this carry you away, son. A person can have too much power.”

Sawsaw furrowed his brow and shook his head like my statement genuinely disgusted him. When he repeated the word “power” and patted his explosive in the way I might pat a dog for being good, I had to chuckle as I recalled my son wasn’t only half human, but half goblin.

“Yeah, maybe it’s just the goblin in me,” I said with a smirk. “Goblin kings probably don’t question why they want to gain power. They just do it, am I right?”

“Sawsaw,” he agreed heartily. “Gob king kills. Gob mom smiles.”

“Hard to argue with that logic,” I laughed.

We finished the last two lids together before I showed him how to thread the makeshift cordage fuses through the hole with the help of a bit of wire from the chicken coop, and after we worked another fifteen minutes, we had seven bombs fully ready for detonation.

Then I sent Sawsaw to bed with a hug and half a glass of warm hoof broth to help him settle down, and I headed inside to double check my molle pack was in order. I joined Ruby and Nika in bed once I was sure I was fully prepared for tomorrow, and I found the two women nakedly snuggled together beneath the blankets. They both let out sleepy sighs as I wrapped the pair of them under my arms to pull them close, and I fell asleep with a smile on my face as I considered how lucky I was, blood feud or not.

I woke up with the same content smile still in place, but when I rolled over, I realized I was alone in the bed. The rooster was crowing in the barnyard, and the smell of freshly brewed coffee wafted in from the kitchen. I let out a loud yawn as I stretched and dragged my ass out of bed, and I only pulled on my pants and boots before shuffling out to join my family for breakfast.

It wasn’t just my family in attendance, though, and as I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and ruffled my hair a bit, I found a beet red Matilda staring doggedly at my bare chest.

“Oh, shit, sorry,” I mumbled. “I didn’t realize we had company.”

“Good morning, my handsome king!” Nika sang out from the kitchen, and she brushed right past the statue of Matilda to tuck herself against my side. “I have made you a meal fit for an army since you will be slaughtering one today, and look! The pretty neighbor girl made us cookies! Isn’t she the cutest?”

Matilda frantically combed her fingers through her hair while she continued to gape openly at my chest, and I sent her half a nod as Nika brushed a soft green kiss against my neck.

“Good morning,” I tried, “I’ll go put a shirt on before I--”

“Nooo, you can’t,” Nika moaned and pouted. “Half naked breakfast is my favorite time of the day.”

“I know it is, honey,” I muttered as I attempted to back away, “but we’ve got company, so I’ll just be a moment.”

Nika finally released me with a sigh of disappointment, and I made myself scarce as quickly as possible to try and spare Matilda the view of my back. Not that I was a cocky man, it was only there were still several scratch marks from when Ruby clung to me as I fucked her against the cave wall in the underdark.

I was beginning to feel kind of bad about hammering the poor girl over the head with the details of what she was missing, especially when my wives were unabashedly upfront about their appreciation for literally every part of me, and even Torrance had started singing my praises left and right.

Plus, I remembered being seventeen. It was a confusing age filled with raging hormones and little regard for societal standards.

So, I returned a few minutes later fully dressed in my fatigues and ready to storm Ashgor, and I found Matilda at Nika’s side as she helped carry the many dishes to the table for breakfast.

“… but Ken Jewell doesn’t like when I put pepper on his eggs, so I made sure not to this time,” Nika was saying.

“How very thoughtful of you, Nika,” Matilda replied cheerily, and I cocked a brow as the girl turned to me with a warm smile. “Good morning, Ken. I hope you slept well last night.”

“I did, thanks.”

“As I was saying before you so rudely dressed yourself,” Nika continued with a smirk, “our pretty neighbor brought us cookies for our journey, and I am very curious to see what they taste like since she seems to have dropped them into dust.”

Matilda looked like she could have smacked my goblin-wife, but she quickly corrected her expression and smiled politely instead. “Actually, Nika, that’s sugar on top. When a person says they’ve dusted something they baked, it means they sprinkled sugar on top. They’re called sugar cookies.”

“How interesting!” Nika giggled. “Thank you for teaching me about dusting, Matilda. I will have to try this sometime. Ken Jewell, do you know about dusting cookies with sugar?”

“I do,” I chuckled as I sat down and eyed the three-course breakfast in front of me. “Sugar cookies are awesome. I don’t think I’ve had one in years.”

Matilda gasped, and I only caught a glimpse of her heels as she rushed to the kitchen. When she returned, she held a platter clutched in her hands, and she brought it directly to me with an eager smile.

“You can try one if you’d like!” Matilda gushed. “I made them last night, and, uhhh, my father always says I make the best sugar cookies in three counties. Usually, he’s just trying to be supportive, but he’s completely right about my cookies.”

I was about to say, “Oh, really?” but then I glanced at the dish.

There must have been four dozen glittering heart shaped sugar cookies piled before me, and Matilda had gone out of her way to dye them a delicate pink as well.

“Wow,” I managed, “that’s a lot of cookies. You didn’t have to go to the trouble--”

“It was no trouble at all,” she said breathlessly. “Not a whit. I was awake and standing near the kitchen anyways, so, uhhhh, it was no trouble at all to whip up a few batches for you. Well, I actually burned the first two, but the next four turned out really nice. I don’t know what came over me, I assure you I’ve never burnt a single cookie in all my seventeen years, but never mind that. Did I mention I’m seventeen now, by the way? I did, didn’t I? Funny, I think I forgot. Anyways, would you like to try a cookie, Ken?”

It was really no use trying to hide my smile while the poor girl prattled on and took so many shallow breaths she brought on a bout of hiccups.

“Sure, Matilda,” I chuckled, “I’d love a cookie. Thank you for making them and bringing them over so early. The first sun has barely risen--”

“I love the morning time, don’t you?” she asked with a few anxious hiccups. “Such a bright and refreshing time of day. The air is so cool. It’s exhilarating. I was just saying that to Nika when I arrived. The air is so exhilarating here. I mean, now, not here! Now, in the morning time. Is it warm in here? I feel kinda hot. Like taking my shirt off, but no! I didn’t mean that! I meant you had your shirt--wait! Ughhh! I mean, it’s just really hot in here! Is all.”

“I mean… no,” I said as I tried to keep from grinning at her flushing cheeks. “I think we established it’s cool, actually.”

“Very cool,” Matilda sighed as her eyes drifted to my lips, “and so refreshing. Do you like your cookie, Ken?”

I looked down at the cookie still clutched between my fingers, and I was about to respond when the rest of my brood came trudging noisily into the house.

Matilda nearly tipped all four dozen of her cookies to the ground when Shitter shoved her aside to take a seat, and Sawsaw nudged her right back to take his next.

“Boys, watch where you’re going,” I tried, but Matilda disappeared from sight as she tripped over the hearth behind her.

“Whoops!” Nika giggled.

My goblin-wife was so quick she managed to catch the girl under her arms before the cookies could escape, and she righted Matilda as easily as a two-pound vase while she shook her head admiringly at our sons.

“They are so very strong, aren’t they, Matilda?” Nika laughed. “I’m so proud of our boys. Just like their father.”

“Very strong,” Matilda grumbled as she fussed with her hair yet again.

“You should set those dusty cookies in the kitchen and join us for breakfast,” Nika offered. “Calliope has prepared a song to send us all off on our mission, and I’m sure she would love to sing for you. You haven’t heard our beautiful siren sing a song inspired by her love for our husband yet, and they’re always the most wonderful songs in all the land. It will make your heart soar, you will see!”

I was finally about to try my cookie when Sawsaw caught sight of it, and he reached over Shitter to snatch it up like I’d accidentally left it sitting out or something. In one bite, the cookie was gone, and I let out a sigh as I grabbed my fork and went for the bacon instead.

Without Markus and Maximus around, my sons were right back to eating like a pack of hyenas, but Abby’s arrival definitely distracted me from the gnashing of teeth on pork.

“Well, well,” I admired as my siren-daughter twirled in a circle and blinked her big brown eyes. “You look ready to sneak just as well as your brothers in that get up!”

She had her goblin green shirt and camo pants on, and she’d covered her whole face in an elaborate smattering of camouflage with the help of my paint stick. Even her eyelids were blotched out, and I recognized Calli’s handiwork in the braided pigtails she was sporting as well.

“Thank you, Daddy!” Abby giggled and took a bow before she skipped to her seat, and I couldn’t help chuckling when she started taking the daintiest bites to avoid messing up her camo makeup.

“Your mommy help you?” I asked as I raised my eyebrows.

“Yep! So, how are we going to slay the king, Daddy?” Abby asked as she nibbled on her bacon.

“I don’t know yet,” I told her, and I shifted my plate so Shitter could reach the stack of freshly baked biscuits more easily. “It depends on what happens when we detonate our explosives, sweetie. Ideally, the king and his guards will be on the bridge when the blast occurs, and if the timing works out, he’ll be splattered all over the streets of Ashgor.”

“I love when you discuss slaying people over breakfast,” Nika sighed as she took her seat.

“That’s not very fancy,” Abby informed me with a know-it-all look. “You should be more fancy about it. I like fancy killing.”

“Abby time!” Canigo cheered, and his brothers joined the chant while they pounded the tabletop with their fists.

“I know, I know,” I hollered above the fray, “but we’re not doing Abby time today, are we? We’re doing Daddy is in charge of this operation time, where everyone listens to orders without argument, right?”

Abby immediately held up her hands to silence her brothers, and I could hardly believe they listened within a millisecond.

“Yes, Daddy,” Abby said with a stoic nod.

It was unnerving how thin the line was between me being in charge, and my cute little blonde daughter being in charge, but I had to admit it was impressive the little siren had the goblins so in line. Even Sawsaw didn’t have that kind of a hold on them, and they were his own squadron.

“Good,” I muttered. “We’ll just have to see what happens today and be prepared for what?”

“Anything!” my brood barked.

“There you go. Now, Sawsaw, did you inform your men of the plan?”

“Sawsaw,” he replied, and Shitter bounced eagerly in his seat while he clapped his bacony hands.

“Sheep sheep!” he laughed heartily. “Sheep sheep for Shitter!”

“You can eat your sheep once you finish your breakfast,” I replied, “but don’t do it near the barn, I don’t want the rest of the flock panicking.”

“Ugh, so early. At least I didn’t miss breakfast. But I’ll probably vomit that up, too.” Ruby’s sleepy sigh entered the room as she shuffled in from the porch with Calli just behind, and I immediately noticed the heavy bags under my dwarven wife’s hazel eyes.

“Are you sure you’re up for this?” I asked as I pulled her into my lap, and the petite woman slumped against my shoulder with a deep groan.

“Sooo fucking pregnant,” she grumbled. “How many times am I supposed to barf before my body shuts the fuck up about it?”

I chuckled and tucked her red hair behind her ear. “Why don’t you stay home and swim with Calli today? She’ll sing for you and dote on you as much as you need. Doesn’t that sound like more fun than killing goblins and puking chocolate cake all over the underdark?”

“No.” Ruby sat up and narrowed her eyes at me.

“Okay,” I laughed, “maybe I’m on the wrong page here.”

“You are,” Ruby informed me. “I am absolutely helping kill those stupid, stinking, filthy, shit bag goblins.” Then she glanced at Nika. “No offense.”

“You are perfectly welcome to say many mean things about my father’s army,” she assured Ruby with a smile. “I love to know we all agree so much around here.”

“These are the reasons why I love you,” Ruby sighed. “You’re the best goblin in all the land.”

Ruby hopped up to give Nika a kiss on the cheek, and while the two women giggled together over the cake my goblin-wife had hidden in her lap, Calli rose to tap her glass of fish broth and get everyone’s attention.

“On behalf of Clan Jewell and the battle for Ashgor,” the siren announced with her sing-song voice, “I would like to sing a special melody for you all this morning. Please, allow my words to fill your hearts with pride and your spirits with unwavering bravery. Go forth this day with the blessing of my song in mind, and know that whatever trials befall you in your efforts to decimate the goblin army, my magic holds you in its tender embrace, and my love for you all will never--”

“My goodness, pardon me, ma’am,” Torrance said as he entered and swiftly removed his hat. “I certainly didn’t mean to interrupt your lovely speech.”

“That’s quite alright,” Calli said as she sent the man a glittering smile. “My song will please you, too. Won’t you join us?”

Torrance obliged the woman and quickly took a seat beside Matilda, and he nodded a polite greeting to each of us in turn.

“Where was I?” Calli asked.

“Uhh… something about your magic,” I tried. “Tenderness, maybe?”

“Hmm,” she mused and squinted her eyes. “I really can’t recall, but that’s not important. I will sing anyways.”

With that, Calliope adjusted her posture in a way that made her breasts much more impossible to ignore, and I sipped my coffee as she took a very deep breath which I was a huge fan of.

Then she began to sing, and I completely forgot coffee, bacon, goblins, breasts, or explosives even existed. My siren-wife’s voice lilted gracefully around the room in a soft tune that reminded me of those movie montages where everything is being slow-motion obliterated. There was always a beautiful song hauntingly playing over the whole scene, except this one wasn’t sad in any way. It actually had me feeling outrageously indestructible. I couldn’t help wondering if this was how the soldiers of the Rohirrim felt when they rode down the hill with Gandalf at Helm’s Deep. Just balls deep, game changing, practically immortal big dick energy, with hooves pounding in the background and hearts slamming like a jackhammer.

But there was more than that.

I caught an underlying tone to Calli’s song that sounded like pure, undying love and complete faith and trust, and I sat there locked in a haze of Calliope’s devotion for longer than I could tell. My limbs were all detached by the time she sang her final note, and this one didn’t instill anything like utter anguish. It felt like liquid gold washing over me, and the siren settled her blue eyes directly on me as a sweet smile came to her face.

Then the goblins erupted into raucous approval while Nika clapped her heart out, but I just sat there frozen in my seat as I wondered how the hell I won the love of a woman like Calli.

Eventually, Abby’s voice broke through the clouds, and I finally blinked.

“She loves you, too, Daddy,” my daughter giggled.

I burst out laughing as my heart remembered to beat, and Calli was brimming with happy tears as she blew me a little kiss and took her seat again.

“Wasn’t that just the prettiest thing you’ve ever heard?” Torrance mumbled with a dreamy smile. “I feel about twenty years younger. Has my hair grown back?”

“Sorry, Torrance,” I chuckled, “but I know how you feel.”

“I think I’m beginning to know how you feel,” he countered as he raised his coffee cup and nodded his approval. “To you and yours, friend. May you all live a long and happy life together.”

Ruby nodded curtly. “Well said, Mr. Torrance, and once we fucking murder those goblins, we can get right to it.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Torrance chuckled. “Did you all finish your preparations alright?”

“We did,” I told him. “Explosives are ready to go, and the packs are all set. All that’s left is to eat our fill and head out.”

“Sheep sheep!” Shitter reminded me.

“Yes, and the sheep sheep,” I muttered. “Pardon me for being distracted, Shitter. I’m still wrapped up in that song of Calli’s.”

“It was the very best you’ve ever sung,” Nika assured the siren before she turned her enthusiasm toward Matilda. “Wasn’t it just lovely? I told you it would be the most beautiful song. Could you feel all I was feeling?”

“I’m feeling many things right now,” Matilda assured her through a painfully forced smile. “So, so many things.”

The five pieces of bacon she shoved into her mouth probably would have screamed in terror for how viciously the girl chomped them all to bits, but Nika seemed to take this as proof of her sons’ good influence. My goblin-wife looked thoroughly pleased as two heaping spoonfuls of hash browns quickly met the same furious fate, and even Sawsaw appeared impressed with Matilda’s sudden appetite.

I cleared my throat. “So, we should be back well before dinnertime if all goes accordingly. Torrance, would you mind reminding Markus and Maximus about the fresh hay for Charlie’s stall?”

“It would be my pleasure,” Torrance assured me. “I’ll be tending to the rice this morning since we really gotta make sure those little babies get enough watering at this stage, and then I’ll start on tackling your aphid problem in the garden. You wanna get those buggers out of there early on, Ken, or they’ll positively destroy your tomato patch.”

“Anything you say,” I replied. “My plants are in your capable hands, along with my entire homestead for the time being. Feel free to send my sons to fetch the water for the rice while we’re gone, too. Blink and Timber follow orders pretty well if you repeat yourself a few times, but make sure you make direct eye contact when you speak, or they’ll end up wandering off mid-sentence.”

“But don’t look Handsome in the eye at all,” Abby warned.

“Right,” Torrance said as his smile wavered. “Direct eye contact with the goblins, no eye contact with the wolf.”

The rest of breakfast was devoted to enjoying our meal while Shitter fidgeted impatiently through talk of nontoxic pest control, and when I finally dismissed him so he could slaughter his sheep, Nika started packing our snacks for the trip.

Abby gasped with delight when she found out we were bringing sparkly heart shaped cookies along on her first trip to the underdark, and I couldn’t help but smile at my little girl’s enthusiasm.

Then Calliope tucked the youngest goblin-baby snug in her arms before she led us out to the cart Sawsaw had waiting for us in the front yard. She melted against me while she gave me a deep and passionate kiss, and the sensation of her siren song flooded back into my veins all at once.

“I love you,” Calli sighed as she looked up at me with adoration burning in her blue eyes. “Please be safe and come back home to us.”

“I always do,” I assured her.

When our packs were loaded alongside the log vessels, I reluctantly released my hold on the siren to climb up into the cart, and I held on to the echoes of her song with a vengeance.

Torrance stood near the porch looking nervous as hell to be left in charge of the entire homestead, and Matilda was clearly ready to puke from either her nerves or the monster-sized breakfast she inhaled.

Nika and Ruby settled in on either side of me once our mini soldiers were piled into the back, and I gave Charlie’s reins a flick to get us going.

So, with six explosives, three war hammers, four hatchets, eight daggers, and about five pounds of sugar cookies, we finally set off for the underdark to bring the goblins of Ashgor crumbling to their warty knees.
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Chapter 15

We tied Charlie off at the entrance to the underdark, and then my wives and I helped the goblin kids strap their explosives to their backs. Abby was in charge of carrying her new molle pack with all of the snacks, so I strapped her explosive to my pack on the opposite side of my own bomb. Nika insisted on carrying the last one since Ruby was feeling under the weather, and once everyone understood the game plan, Sawsaw took point position with Shitter and Canigo directly behind him.

Sawsaw was pretty excited to bring part of his squadron along for this one, and he wore the same no-nonsense scowl I’d perfected in Afghanistan.

Nika had a smile plastered on her face as we wove our way deeper into the tunnels, and she kept whispering loudly to me about the many things our goblin sons were doing very well.

She wasn’t wrong, either, they were on point today.

With a belly full of sheep, Shitter paid strict attention to Sawsaw’s commands, and he even practiced the hand signals his brother used along the way. Canigo fell into step at the back of the three-goblin crew with his precious war hammer locked in his grip, and I could tell he was focusing hard because he kept accidentally vanishing into camo mode.

Ruby and Abby held hands and followed behind me and my goblin-wife, and I overheard the dwarven woman quietly detailing the genocide her people had suffered at the hands of the goblins. Every now and then, the little siren would gasp, ooo, or ahhh, and I could have sworn I heard a hushed “fuck that” slip from my daughter’s mouth, but I pretended it never happened.

There were bigger things at stake than whether my one well-mannered child was developing a filthy tongue like her dwarven auntie.

All of the underdark must have known about the Goblin Bluizz, because there were many more little beasties prowling around than usual. With the goblin forces nowhere in sight, the kobolds were moving in full platoons, and several times, we all had to hunker down in tiny side tunnels to escape their notice as they scuttled past.

The kobolds were fully armed with miniature bone clubs and what looked like obsidian blades, but Abby still had to cover her mouth to keep from giggling at the sound of their quackish language.

When we made it to the old dwarven mine rail, we followed the tracks to the gaping cavern lined with giant dwarven statues, and Ruby teared up a bit as she explained the history of the great warriors of her race.

I figured it was the pregnancy making her so soft hearted all of a sudden, because I’d never seen her tear up so often. She had good reason to have the trials of her people in mind today, though. Finally, some semblance of justice would be served, and the city of Ashgorheckamoofta would be freed from the hold of the goblins.

What would happen to the place once we were done with it was beyond me, but if we did our job on that bridge, I doubted many creatures would be able to easily access the abandoned city.

“Daddy, you should give Ashgor to Ruby as a present!” Abby suggested as she skipped to catch up.

I grinned and glanced over my shoulder at my dwarven wife, who had her head tilted all the way back to admire the construction of the cavern.

“A present, huh?” I asked. “What do you think she’d do with an underground city?”

“Rig it with death traps,” Abby said with a shrug. “Ruby, do you want to turn Ashgor into a death maze? I can help! I love fancy killing!”

Ruby smirked, and we waited at the other end of the cavern for her to join us.

“Maybe one day,” she sighed when she finally stood beside us. “Today, I just want to make sure it’s left in peace.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do,” I told her, and I wrapped my dwarven-wife in my arms to give her a kiss. “You doing alright?”

Ruby shrugged. “I don’t know if I’m excited or nauseous, or both, but I’m good.”

“That’s a fun combo,” I chuckled. “We’ll take a break when we get to the--”

“Da!” Sawsaw whispered from the tunnel up ahead.

I released Ruby, and we silently hurried forward to meet my three sons in the shadows.

“What have we got?” I muttered.

“Same wolves,” Sawsaw whispered. “Six ahead.”

“Those smelly bastards,” I growled. “What the hell are they doing this close to Ashgor?”

“Whole tunnel,” Sawsaw continued, and he dotted the air in front of him to show their formation.

“Shit,” I sighed. “That means there’s no way around them.”

“Sawsaw,” he agreed. Then he pulled his dwarven hatchet from his belt and gestured for Shitter to arm himself, too.

Meanwhile, Canigo was smiling from ear to ear with his war hammer already in hand.

“Alright, boys,” I said as I drew a dagger from my belt, “watch your flanks, keep out of sight, and take down as many as you can in stealth mode. That’ll confuse them enough to give the rest of us the upper hand. Don’t forget about their claws, though, they’re about four inches long so they’ve got some reach on them.”

“Shitter,” my son said with a diligent nod.

“Ruby and Nika, stay back in the cavern with Abby and--”

“No,” Nika said with a smile. “We will murder the wolves with you, Ken Jewell. Abby is a growing siren, and Ruby is pregnant. They both need something to kill. It will be good for them.”

“Alright,” I sighed and nodded my approval, “but if I say to flee, no arguments, understood?”

“Yes, Sergeant Daddy!” Abby hissed. “But do you want a cookie first?”

I raised my eyebrows and eyed the look on Ruby’s face.

“Yeah, alright, let’s have a few cookies first,” I muttered, “those wolves aren’t going anywhere.”

Abby giggled and quickly removed her molle pack, and my sons gathered around us to get a few treats while they kept their eyes scanning the tunnel beyond. The little siren passed out heart shaped cookies to everyone, and there was a collective “mmm” from the group that we all worked to stifle.

“Goddamn, that’s a good cookie,” I mumbled as bits of sugar flecked my fatigues.

“Best cookie,” Abby corrected. “Matilda is such a good cookie-maker, Daddy. Maybe you should marry her, too.”

“Ooo!” Nika said with a nod. “That’s so thoughtful, Abby.”

“No, that’s not up for discussion,” I countered as my daughter handed me another cookie. “Matilda’s not a monster wife waiting to be had, Nika. She’s Torrance’s little girl.”

“She’s not little,” Ruby snorted. “Her tits are almost as big as mine, but she just keeps her arms crossed over them, so you hardly notice. Plus, those frumpy dresses are doing her no favors.”

“I can fix that!” Nika gasped with a grin. “I’ll make her a new dress that will show Ken Jewell her nice body. Then he can take her as a wife and fill her belly with his babies! Oh, Ken Jewell, you will like it. You will see.”

“Yeah,” I groaned and tried not to glare at Ruby for pushing the subject straight to tits, but it was pretty easy because she was double fisting cookies at the moment and looked adorable with pink crumbs all over her lips.

“Again, this isn’t up for discussion,” I sighed. “Finish your cookies, we’ve got some beasties to kill.”

Ruby shrugged and took another five cookies from Abby’s pouch, and Sawsaw shifted impatiently while he waited for us to finish.

“But don’t you like Matilda, Daddy?” Abby pouted, and her puppy dog eyes were twice as effective with camo paint on top.

“Why are we talking about Matilda?” I sighed as I ruffled my hair. “There’s so many other things to discuss right now.”

“Because these are really fucking good cookies,” Ruby said, and a cascade of sugar tumbled down her front. “Does she have to be a monster? I mean, what’s wrong with having a cookie wife?”

“I don’t need a cookie wife, Nika makes cookies,” I replied.

“Not like these cookies,” Nika countered and shook her head. “No, these cookies are more buttery-delicious and sugary-good than anything I’ve ever tasted. Matilda would make a good wife.”

“And they’re pink,” Abby added. “That’s the most important part. I just love pink!”

I took a very deep, steadying breath and turned to Sawsaw.

“Move out, boys,” I ordered, and I could hear the women scrambling to shove the last of their cookies into their mouths as we headed forward.

I was crouched down with my sons and peering around the upcoming bend when they joined us, but the silence was broken by Abby’s chewing over my shoulder. When I sent her a look, she quickly gulped and stuck her tongue out to show she was finally finished.

I smirked and turned ahead, and with a nod to Sawsaw, my sons faded into their surroundings.

Then I moved forward to put myself into position.

The six werewolves were scattered in pairs down the tunnel, and they seemed to be standing guard for something. Their wiry legs and scraggly hair were vaguely outlined by the glow of crystals coming from caverns on either side, but other than this, their hulking black forms were almost indiscernible from the tunnel walls.

I hoped Sawsaw’s headcount was accurate given the poor lighting, but he had much better eyesight than me.

“I hate those fuckers,” Ruby whispered at my side. “Go for their throats, it kills them quickest.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yeah, their carotids are larger than a dwarf’s, so they bleed out faster,” Ruby explained.

I nodded and motioned to the nearest wolf to signal she and Nika should take that one, and Abby would join me.

Then we waited in silence while we hid in the shadowy tunnel entrance, and after a couple of minutes, my sons launched their attack.

The two furthest figures gagged and staggered as an invisible force brought a war hammer down on one of their skulls, and the other dropped straight to the ground without a twitch.

The next pair of werewolves let out furious growls, and they made the mistake of crouching down to pounce. I knew what would happen before it did, and I quickly covered Abby’s eyes just before one of the werewolves took a dagger straight up his ass and screeched in pain.

Sawsaw flickered into sight as he twisted the blade in deeper, and before the second werewolf could flee, Canigo reappeared in a flying death dive with his spiked hammer held high. Then my troops rushed out from the shadows.

We had the last two werewolves locked between the goblins and us, so it should have been an easy kill, but then a series of howls rose up and echoed all around, and I realized there were way more than six.

Shit.

The caverns on either side of the tunnel flickered as shadows crossed the crystal glow, and I realized they must have been taking advantage of the Bluizz, too, in order to raid a few goodies outside the city.

I made quick work of slicing the werewolf in front of me open from neck to gut while Nika and Ruby attacked the other.

“Yay! Fight time!” Nika went straight for the kill, and I saw her teeth lock on the werewolf’s neck to take a vicious bite out of him.

“Fucking ugly assholes!” Ruby ducked between the wolf’s legs to jump onto his back, and she stabbed him repeatedly in the throat as Nika backed away to give her room to work.

But then three more wolves prowled into the tunnel from my right, and I pulled my dwarven hatchet out.

With a dagger in one hand and a hatchet in the other, I drove ahead and struck out at every scraggly limb I could reach, and while the werewolves yelped and snarled, I did my best to block them from getting around me.

Abby was at my back with her own dagger in hand, but I didn’t want her having to do too much. The shifting of shadows and the dim glow of the crystals were almost as disorienting as the echoes bouncing around the dark tunnel, and without any experience with these fighting conditions, I was suddenly becoming terrified for my little girl.

I knew Abby and Nika were close by, but I could hear Nika chomping away on what sounded like tendons, and Ruby’s stream of curses sounded pretty distracted. Shitter and his troops were taking on the four werewolves who lurched from the cavern on the left, and while Canigo’s laughter filled the air, I finished off the last of my foes.

Then Abby gasped, and I whipped around to see a werewolf had stalked up at our backs and held her by the throat with his talons painfully pinching her little neck. Everything seemed to slow down, and as I raised my axe, Nika and Ruby moved as one to lunge for the fucker, too.

But none of us made our marks, because Abby’s eyes locked on mine, and as a smile came to her face, an overwhelming sense of calm washed over me and rooted me to the spot. I couldn’t make any sense of the lead in my feet, but in front of me, the little siren’s face twisted up as she pried open her jaws, and I realized my daughter’s teeth had somehow become jagged like a piranha’s.

Then Abby screamed in a way only a six-year-old girl can scream. The flesh peeling, ear-shattering, jump ten feet in the air kind of sound no mortal creature can bear.

Especially if that scream comes from a siren.

Nika and Ruby crumpled to the ground as they shielded their ears, and I lost my hatchet and dagger somewhere behind me as I frantically did the same. The muffled sound of Abby’s scream sent red flashes across my vision, and I wondered if the ground was really shaking or if I was just trembling that badly. I was torn between the need to look up and help my little girl, and the sinking feeling I’d die if I stopped covering my ears for even a second.

Before I knew it, though, there was a gentle tap on my shoulder, and I looked up to see Abby smiling down at me with blood dripping down her slender shoulders. She pulled my hands from my ears as she giggled, and I flipped around in a full circle, but there were no werewolves in sight. Only gooey blood and guts slowly oozing down the walls and dripping steadily from the ceiling of the tunnel.

Ruby and Nika clambered to their feet with gaping expressions, and I watched Abby stoop to try and convince her brothers everything was safe now. Shitter refused to come out of the little ball he was huddled in, though, so she left him there with a sweet sigh as she rejoined me and my wives.

“What the fuck just happened?” Ruby demanded.

“I made their brains explode!” Abby giggled. “It was so cool, Daddy, I wish you could have seen it. Big bloody booms just like your explosives, but way fancier. See? That’s brains up there. Did I do a good job?”

“Uhhh, yeahhhh.” I craned my neck in time to avoid getting a lump of mushy brain on my face, and when I reached over to turn Abby around, I realized that must be what was staining the back of her head and shoulders.

“Abby kills,” Sawsaw said as he worked to catch his breath, and he placed a hand on his sister’s shoulder with a proud nod.

Then Nika trotted over to pull the little siren into a fierce hug, and she covered the bloody girl in kisses.

“I. Am. So. Proud. Of. You!” my goblin-wife gushed between kisses. “Next time, you let Nika know before you do something so fantastic so I can watch! I cannot believe I missed it.”

“Okay!” Abby agreed with a grin. “But shouldn’t we go kill the goblins now?”

I was back to staring at the carnage splattered around me, but I managed half a nod. “Yeah, alright, sweetie. Let’s, uh… let’s move out.”

This time, I took up the rear while everyone trekked over the bloody remains and headed toward Ashgor, and I couldn’t seem to remember to blink for quite a while. So much had happened all at once back there.

My baby girl’s life flashed before my eyes when that filthy werewolf caught her, but then she made who knew how many werewolves spontaneously combust, and what the fuck were those teeth about? I’d seen her smile a thousand times, and I could have sworn she had normal teeth like mine. I had so much to learn about raising sirens that my mind just ran circles for several minutes, but there was a silver lining to all of this at least.

Abby could damn sure handle herself in the underdark. Which was probably why she was now leading all of us right beside Sawsaw at the head of the fleet.

The pair strolled confidently side by side, and Sawsaw stooped to mutter a few explanations as we passed by glowing orbs of light, bubbling pools of deep green water, and some highly suspect orange mushrooms that reeked like gasoline.

By the time we made it to the small tunnel that would lead us to the bridge, I was mostly comfortable with the fact that my little angel, first born daughter and light of my life, was a fucking killing machine with long eyelashes and dimples that could make a nun weep. She’d most likely murder more men in her life than her old man could ever manage, but that had been the idea from the start. Technically, I knew what I was getting myself into, I just didn’t really know the full extent until now.

Then again, she was still only a kid. Who knew what other powers she would develop when she got older?

“Sawsaw says Ashgor is right through this tunnel, Daddy,” Abby informed me. “I’m gonna take point position because Sawsaw says I’m ready.”

“If Sawsaw thinks you’re ready, then you go right ahead, sweetie,” I sighed with a grimace. “Be careful, though, and just… I dunno. Please be careful, okay?”

“I love you, too, Daddy,” Abby giggled, and she crawled into the tunnel with my goblin-sons close behind.

Nika must have noticed I was warring with some heavy father shit at the moment, because she curled her hand around my arm and left a kiss on my shoulder.

“Ken Jewell, you must be so proud,” Nika sighed. “I told you having a siren baby would be the very smartest thing.”

“I am proud,” I admitted, and with Nika sending me an infectious smile, I couldn’t help but smile back. “Shall we slay your father?”

“Yes, please!” she sing-songed, and she crawled into the tunnel behind Ruby.

The thrumming of drums echoed louder as we neared the bridge, and when I emerged and joined my family in the shadows, I saw the Goblin Bluizz was nearly ready to begin. Torches the size of garbage cans were lining the streets of Ashgor, and in the distance, the mushroom tops of the arena were glowing with some sort of neon green dust the goblins must have strewn around.

Celebratory cheers rose up all around while everyone prepared for the Bluizz, and just as I’d hoped, not a soul was patrolling the bridge.

We had the place entirely to ourselves, and I shifted to settle my molle pack on the ground and dig out my waterproof matches. Once I stowed them in my pocket, I helped my sons unstrap the explosives on their backs. Then Nika and I did the same, and while Ruby took Abby to the other end of the bridge, we waited for their signal. When they were certain no one was coming up the path, Abby waved her arms above her head, and I nodded to Sawsaw.

“You boys have your ropes ready?” I asked.

My goblin-sons nodded and held up three coils of Nika’s cording.

“Perfect,” I replied. “Get on over to the battlements in the center of the bridge, but make sure your constrictor knots are good and tight. We can’t risk the vessels dropping into the city, or the whole gig will be a bust. Also, remember to position your explosives with the fuse up top so we’ve got easy access, but low enough so any patrol unit that might wander by can’t see them.”

With that, my sons disappeared from sight, and while they snuck onto the bridge, my wives and I took our places on either side to keep an eye on the goblins below.

Apparently, the Goblin Bluizz really was a big deal around here, because the goblins appeared to be decked out in their grimiest attire. Some of them had elaborate hats made of bones strapped to their heads, while others had decapitated kobolds mounted on spears. The goblins grunted and snarled through the streets as they made their way to the arena, and I scanned the crowd for any sign of the king or his guards, but they must have still been at the castle preparing for the feast.

When my sons finished securing the first three explosives on the right side of the bridge, they returned for the rest, and while they worked on this set, I slowly snuck over to join Ruby and Abby.

“You ladies remember your instructions?” I asked as I dug the matches out of my pocket.

“Yes,” Ruby replied with a nod. “One flash from your signaling mirror means you’re in position, two means the fire is started, and three means you’re heading back.”

“Perfect,” I said as I turned to Abby, “and when do you light the fuses?”

Abby leaned over the edge of the bridge to eye the path that branched off in two directions. The path on the right would take us down into Ashgor, while the other led straight along the cavern’s edge to where the king and his guards would be seated.

“When you give the signal?” she asked uneasily.

I smirked. “Trick question. You ready to pay attention?”

Abby giggled and rolled her eyes.

“Sawsaw and I have learned some valuable lessons taking so many trips down here,” I explained, “so I want you both to listen very carefully.”

Ruby and Abby nodded diligently.

“In the underdark, there is always a sixty percent chance that nothing will go according to plan,” I told them. “This means if you don’t see a signal from my mirror, do not, and I cannot stress this enough, do not panic. I mean that. Do not go down into the streets of Ashgor, do not try to find us. Remain in position, and if the king and his guards start heading this way and make it to that stalagmite--”

“What stalagmite?” Ruby clarified.

“You see the one with three windows carved out of this side?” I asked as I pointed out the structure. “The tip is almost level with the path.”

“Ohhh, okay,” Ruby said as she squinted. “I see it.”

“Good,” I replied. “When the king and his guards reach that spot on the path, our clock starts ticking. So, we’re gonna book it back as fast as we can, but if they reach the stalagmite, and I’m not back, light the fuses without me and get the hell out of here.”

“But Daddy… ” Abby murmured, and the look on her face caused my throat to nearly swallow itself.

“Abby, listen to me,” I tried. “There is one other way out of this city, and it’s nowhere near this bridge. It wouldn’t be very easy, but if it’s looking like I can’t make it here in time, I can rig a means of escaping another way if I need to. However, if you don’t light those fuses in time, all of you will die, and Daddy won’t really feel much like escaping anymore. He’ll probably prefer to die right along with you.”

Abby pursed her lips, but then she slowly nodded. “Okay, Daddy.”

“Good girl,” I said, and I sent my daughter a reassuring smile. “You can do this, sweetie. We’re soldiers down here, right?”

“Right.”

I pulled my little girl into my arms while Ruby teared up again, and when I released Abby, Nika and our sons were just beginning to sneak across the bridge to join us.

“Done,” Sawsaw whispered as he came to my side.

“Well done, boys,” I replied. “Phase one is complete. Ruby, distribute the matches when it’s time. Abby, keep your head in the game and do not panic. Shitter and Canigo will detonate the two closest explosives, and while the two of you light the middle ones, they’ll hurry ahead to get the last. Nika, Sawsaw, and I are heading into the city for phase two. Keep an eye out for my signals, and hopefully, we’ll be back in time to blow the bridge. If not, you have your orders.”

“Wait,” Abby hissed, and she quickly pulled her molle pack around. “Want a cookie first?”

I grinned. “Hell yeah, I do. Give me one of those.”

“Ooo, me, too!” Nika whispered with a bright smile.
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Chapter 16

Nika led Sawsaw and me in a winding route through the city of Ashgor, and while we ducked around flaming torches and hid in shadowy alcoves, it seemed the few goblins in the streets were the last stragglers. The drumming and cheering that came from the direction of the arena were getting louder every minute, which meant the Bluizz was just about to begin.

“They will wait until the combatants are brought into the fighting ring before they close the gates,” Nika explained. “We have to wait until that moment to lock them inside, or the guards will know something is about to happen.”

“What guards?” I asked as we slipped down a narrow passageway between two gnarled stalagmites.

“There are always two of the king’s guards at the gate of the arena.”

“Well, they’ll have to be taken care of right off the bat,” I muttered.

Then I glanced over my shoulder at Sawsaw, and he gave a nod as Nika came to a stop and carefully peered around a giant torch to check the three paths that converged here. The city smelled strongly of feces and mildew at this level, so I tried to breathe only through my mouth as I scanned the deserted streets around us. The giant flaming torches looked more like hobo fires lining the dingy streets, but apparently the goblins had set them up as a kind of decoration for the occasion.

“If we go to the left, we will come out in front of the gates, but you will need to hide yourself, Ken Jewell,” Nika warned. “There is no cover at the end of the path. It opens up wide to allow for any size of creature to be brought in for the Bluizz.”

“You two go ahead, then,” I said in a low voice. “The moment the gates close, silently dispatch the guards, but nothing elaborate this time. Just a couple quick slits to the throat and drag them off somewhere no one will notice their bodies for a while. Then come get me. I’ll be right here waiting.”

“Yes, Ken Jewell,” Nika whispered, and she beckoned for Sawsaw to follow her before the pair faded into the same reddish-brown hue of the earthen structures surrounding us.

I slipped back between the two stalagmites and crouched beneath a jutting ledge of rock, and then I pulled my molle pack off my back to get our arsenal prepared.

Last night on my raiding pit stop to Hamstead, I’d stolen six full bottles of grain alcohol from the cellar of the Hamstead pub when I snuck in to get the barrel bands, and I figured it would take about four of them to douse the perimeter of the arena. That meant I had two spare bottles, and I kept these in my pack in case we needed an extra kick to finish the goblins off faster. I also dug my fire starter out of my pack along with six feet of iron chain I bought from the farm store in Buckshire last month. At the time, I’d thought it might be a bit fun to see what Nika thought of using them in the bedroom, but then Canigo decided the pigs were his private snack stash, and I ended up having to chain off the pen door instead.

Now that Markus and Maximus were around, though, I could risk removing the chains for the sake of ensuring the goblins had absolutely no chance of escaping the arena. So, I coiled the chain up and looped it across my chest once I had my molle pack on again, and with the four bottles of alcohol wedged under my armpits, I inched my way toward the paths again.

Two minutes had passed since Nika and Sawsaw crept ahead, but it sounded like it might finally be about time to close the gates, because the crowd erupted in a roar of approval, and I could hear the bellowing voice of whoever was announcing the combatants.

Then a pair of rickety wheels came squeaking down the path to my right, and I ducked back out of sight just in time. Four stocky goblins with tattered togas on were arguing as they struggled to control their cart, and they came to a clattering stop just ahead of me as one of the wheels got stuck in a muddy puddle of urine.

“Hey, shit breath,” the largest goblin sneered as he kicked his companion toward the wheel. “Get it loose! The tribe’s waitin’.”

“Wouldn’t be stuck if you watched where you’re going, you sweaty--”

Another solid kick brought a yelp from the nearest goblin, and he scuttled to the left side wheel to join in the effort. They grunted and farted several times in their attempts to dislodge the heavy contraption, and I narrowed my eyes as I leaned forward to get a look.

What I’d first assumed to be a cart was actually fashioned a lot like a hand truck, but instead of steel bars, a plank of wood stretched up along the handles and reached several feet above the goblins’ heads. This explained why they were having so much trouble maneuvering the contraption, but it probably didn’t help that whatever they were hauling was jolting violently beneath a moldy burlap sack secured with frayed rope. The creature beneath had a furious but muffled growl, and it struggled against its enclosure while the goblins cursed and tried to get the wheel turning again.

“Faster, maggots!” the lead goblin barked, and with a very juicy shart sound, the stocky pair of goblins managed to get the wheel a few inches beyond the puddle of urine. They shook the muck from their feet as they headed back toward the makeshift handlebars, and with the effort of all four of them, they were moving once again in the direction of the arena.

“Nasty little shits,” I sighed as I peered around the corner. That’s when I got a better view of the plank of wood, and I realized there was a rusty chain coming out from under the burlap and locked around the upper portion. It must have been holding the creature’s head in place, and as I watched the contraption rock from side to side while the thing struggled to free itself, my curiosity finally got the better of me.

I took one last scan of the area before creeping out into the lane, and I moved stealthily along the stalagmite walls to follow the band of goblins. The path did widen abruptly at the end of a bend, but I was able to duck behind a large torch can before I found a better opening. Then I ran at a crouch to hide behind a massive compost heap of rotten food, bones, and what smelled like one hundred years’ worth of bodily fluids.

There was a muffled “oof!” when I tried to get a look around the heap, and I looked down as Nika suddenly reappeared at my feet.

“Ken Jewell!” she whispered with a sparkling grin. “What a lovely surprise to see you here.”

“Oh, hey,” I chuckled. “Sorry I stepped on you. I was going to wait, but then these goblins passed by, and I couldn’t stay put. What do you think they have under that sack over there?”

I inched to the edge of the heap and gestured in the direction the four goblins had gone, but then my jaw dropped as I took in the full view.

The caps of the ancient mushrooms that formed the bounds of the arena loomed thirty feet above our heads, and a blaze of torchlight illuminated the gathering like a stadium. Based on the rickety placement, it looked like the twenty-foot splayed open gates must have been stolen off some ritzy castle on the surface world, and beyond them, I could see hundreds of goblins piled onto shoddy wooden benches that climbed into the heights of the arena. I was glad to see they were flush against the stalks of the mushrooms, but I was growing a bit uneasy as I realized how many goblins were in attendance.

There must have been at least a couple thousand based on the small quarter I had in view, and it looked like they were all pretty fucking drunk already. All over the place, the goblins surrounding the expansive fighting ring tripped over one another and tumbled down several rows of seats while they cheered belligerently, and wherever they landed, fights were breaking out. I watched as a grotesquely warty old goblin grabbed at his junk while he cursed out another, and not too far away, a drunken lady goblin keeled over and just never stood up again.

“What a shit show,” I mumbled, and Nika giggled at my side.

“The Goblin Bluizz is a very important celebration,” my goblin-wife informed me. “The very drunkest goblins always have the most fun, but they usually end up trampled to death by the end of it. The not so drunk goblins live, but they do not have as much fun, so… ”

Nika shrugged, and I shook my head as I craned my neck to get a look at the guards, but then I heard the crack of a whip, and the whole crowd shot to their feet like someone had just scored a touchdown.

“Ahh,” Nika said with a knowing nod. “They must have brought in an Alpha Arachne. The goblins do their best to rile up Arachne when they manage to capture one for the Bluizz. It makes for a very violent fight if the creature is already angry before the fight begins.”

“Alpha Arachne… ” I mused. “Please tell me that’s not what it sounds like.”

“Does it sound like a ginormous king spider?” Nika asked as she fluttered her eyelashes at me. “Because that is what it is.”

“Yep,” I said with a nod. “That’s terrifying.”

“Wait until you see it,” my goblin-wife said excitedly. “They’re almost impossible to wrangle without being bitten, immobilized, drained of your blood, and then picked over by the Arachne brood. Only the most fearsome goblin warriors have ever managed to bring one in for the Goblin Bluizz. I haven’t seen one in the arena in many, many moons. This is a very special day!”

“Okay, but what’s under the sack?” I pressed. “I’m assuming it’s whoever has to take on the Arachne, yeah?”

“I do not see any sack,” Nika whispered as she peered over my shoulder, “but the gates are closing, Ken Jewell. Wait here while I sneaky sneak!”

Nika’s skin shifted to a compost-pile brown as she snuck around the edge of the heap, and I felt Sawsaw brush past my shoulder to follow his mother. I kept my eyes glued to the two guards who had just finished securing the latches of the lofty gates, and after a minute of standing around scratching their asses, both of them suddenly grabbed for their necks as blood oozed from their throats. Then they dropped into the muddy lane to be dragged away by their ankles. A minute later, Nika and Sawsaw reappeared in the shadows about five feet from the arena entrance, and my goblin-wife sent me a sweet little wave to let me know she was finished.

I checked the broad lane before I quickly sprinted to her side, and as soon as I was there, I uncorked the four bottles of grain alcohol.

“Good job, guys,” I whispered. “I’ll send the first signal to Ruby and Abby while I keep an eye out for stragglers and get this gate locked down. Make sure you empty every last drop of these on those mushrooms. Splash them about five feet up the stalks so the blaze has a good head start and stay in camo mode just in case.”

“Yes, Da,” Sawsaw replied as he took two bottles, and Nika giggled like a giddy elf as she did the same and hopped to the nearest mushroom. I could hear her singing a little song to herself as she went, but I only caught the words “sneaksy” and “death ring” before the two of them branched off in separate directions to get the job done.

I smirked and dug my signal mirror out of my pocket next, and as I turned around, I could just make out the nearest battlements of the bridge on the other side of Ashgor. I made sure to hold the small mirror high above my head so Ruby and Abby couldn’t miss the signal, and then I flicked my wrist once to catch the light of the nearest torch.

Another roar of drunken approval broke out in the arena at my back, and after I made sure no one was heading down any of the six lanes that converged here, I quickly pulled the coil of chain over my head and headed for the gate latch.

It was so noisy with the drumming and cheering of the Bluizz, no one could hear the ironwork clanging as I wound the six-foot length of chain back and forth between the thick bars to secure the two gates together. Then I pulled my last barrel band from my molle pack, and with a pair of pliers, I threaded the metal through the ends of the chain links and bent it seven times over itself to form a solid lock.

I waited for another crack of a whip, and as soon as the crowd erupted again, I gave the gate a firm shake to be sure they wouldn’t be able to break out.

That’s when I finally caught sight of the burlap sack again, and I checked over my shoulder before quickly sneaking to the other edge of the arena entrance to get a better view.

From here, I could see the Alpha Arachne, too, and I’d hardly use a word like angry to describe him at this point.

The hairy black spider’s fifteen-foot long legs lashed out in every direction as its jaws snapped at the five goblins who had him surrounded at the center of the arena, and I guessed these must be the more fearsome warriors Nika was talking about, because they hardly flinched when the Arachne went for them.

Instead, they actually laughed their warty green asses off and hurled stones and empty bottles at its cluster of blood red eyes, and then they took turns whipping the beast’s legs and abdomen to keep him flipping in circles. Needless to say, the Arachne wasn’t angry. He was purely enraged, and a venomous foam was spilling from between his jaw-pinchers as he grew more and more frustrated.

When one of the whips caught him right in the center of his red eyes, the Arachne let out a wheezing screech that could be heard above the drumming, and the entire arena was on their drunken feet again.

Until a third of them stumbled and tripped, anyway.

Then the contraption I’d followed here was wheeled forward from the edge of the fighting ring, and the goblins began to shove one another out of the way to get a better view. The commotion in the stands looked like an attempt at a giant wave gone horribly wrong, but I wasn’t too concerned about the tramplings.

I just hoped Nika and Sawsaw were nearly finished by now, because I didn’t doubt this fight would be over in about five seconds once they let the Arachne do as he pleased. Unfortunately, the arena was as big as two football fields from one end to the other, and I began to bounce nervously on my toes as I scanned the lanes once more.

The goblin in charge of announcing the Bluizz cackled merrily as the crowd started hurling their own bottles of dwarven whiskey into the ring, and as I turned my attention back to the combatants, everything officially got weird.

The frayed ropes had been removed from the creature beneath the sack, and as the goblins fought each other to tear the covering off, a wave of chills rippled up my spine as my fingers went cold.

The chains secured around the plank of wood were connected to a badly rusted plate of metal, and even from this distance, I could tell the edges were incredibly sharp and twisted like someone had done a truly shit job of cutting the sheet out. It was fixed like a muzzle over the bottom half of the creature’s face, and just above the rusty rim, two deep red eyes flared as they took in the full extent of the crowd who gathered to watch them either kill or be killed.

The whole setup was very Hannibal Lecter, except there was no straight jacket below the rusty muzzle.

Instead, the creature wore a scaly bikini top and loin cloth combo, and her mottled gray figure reminded me of the fitness trainers from Earth. Maybe it was my powers acting up, but the skimpy scaled get up was really working for me, and I found myself openly staring where two painfully tight ropes were secured above and below her barely contained breasts.

“Hoooly shit,” I muttered under my breath. Then the creature gave another vicious attempt to break free of her bonds, and a harried sigh escaped me as the motion nearly shook her tiny bikini right off.

“Oh, my,” Nika sighed suddenly from beside me, and I felt her hands on my shoulder as she tippy toed to get a better view. “Ken Jewell, those are very, very nice breasts that orc is wearing.”

“That’s an orc?” I gasped, and I almost forgot to keep my voice down.

“Of course, she’s an orc,” Nika replied, “and she is a very impressive orc, too. I have never seen one with such lean muscles, or scandalously long and muscular legs. And look at those claws, Ken Jewell! They are so sharp!”

I glanced at the orc-woman’s hands where they were strapped down at her side, and her inch-long black claws reminded me of pretty much every woman I knew when Halloween came around. Except these were clearly not glued on, and they hooked slightly at the ends like a cat’s claws.

“It’s kind of ironic,” I mumbled blankly as I considered the tantalizing tuck of the woman’s honed waist and the tiny bit of string holding the loin cloth on. “I was just thinking this morning about an epic orc battle I saw once, but they were ugly ass orcs. This one is… god damn. What the hell is in the water down here? It’s like you’re all drinking some sort of sexy potion or something.”

“Ohhh, you are so charming with the way you love all us monster women,” Nika giggled and squeezed my arm, but another notion occurred to me a split second later that genuinely blew my mind.

“Wait,” I gasped, “what if it’s my power doing this? Nika, do you think that’s possible? Maybe I’m like a magnet now, and I’m just drawing you all to me from the depths of the underdark. Even now, there could be dozens of crazy-hot monster women clawing their way… ”

I glanced at my goblin-wife, but I could tell she was trying so hard not to laugh.

“Yeah, never mind,” I chuckled. “That’s just a god complex waiting to happen.”

“I think you would make a very good god, Ken Jewell,” Nika decided, “but you should be a king first. That sounds like so much more fun! Just to start out, anyways.”

“You know what else sounds like fun?” I asked as the orc-woman wrenched at her bindings to reveal a sliver of a charcoal nipple.

Nika took a long and giddy gasp, and then her breasts began bouncing flush against my back.

“Oooo, pleeease?” she begged. “It would be a very nice thing to have that beautiful and strong orc for your next wife, Ken Jewell, and just imagine what your babies would be like! They would be able to lift so many big things and fight like forces of nature! Pleeease rescue the orc-lady? I will never ask you for another thing as long as I live! You will see!”

“Well, that’s false,” I snorted.

“Please. Please. Please. Please! I want an orc wife for you and lots of cute orc-Ken babies running around and getting into violent mischief! They would be the bestest foot soldiers for your growing empire!”

Nika moaned and clutched me against her as she began begging in earnest, and I chuckled as I eyed the crowded arena for any means of reaching the muzzled woman without being killed within three steps.

“This is so not the way this day was supposed to go,” I reminded myself, but then I looked up at the series of stalactites dripping down from the ceiling of the cavern.

One of them looked about forty feet long from tip to top, and several shards had broken away over time to create a few deep crevices and ledges in the formation. Just beyond this, I caught a glimpse of what looked like the underside of a rickety rope bridge, and I realized one of the ledges actually had a few goblins seated in them.

“Who are they?” I asked Nika as I gestured to the three goblins.

Nika ceased her begging and looked up. “Those are the judges. They make the final call at the end in case no one dies and the two combatants are just completely mutilated instead. In that case, whoever fought fiercest, according to the judges, is declared the winner. They have the best view of the whole arena from up there, and they don’t run the risk of being trampled before the fight is finished, so that is good.”

“Alright. Change of plans.” I shifted to pull my molle pack around while I moved back into the shadows, but as I dug to the bottom of the bag, Sawsaw crouched down beside me.

“Abby waiting,” my son hissed.

“Don’t worry, buddy,” I told him. “We’ll get to the bridge in time. You’re coming with me to make sure this goes as quickly and smoothly as possible.”

“No fire?” Sawsaw asked with disappointment.

“Yes fire,” I assured him. “Your mom will light the stalks on my signal. Here, give her these two bottles of alcohol, too. We’re definitely gonna need them to pull this off. You don’t mind heights, right?”

“Sawsaw,” he snickered as he tapped his chest with his fist.

“That’s right,” I laughed. “I know you don’t, son. Come on, we’ve got a beautiful orc-woman to save.”
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Chapter 17

I left my fire starter and enough supplies for two Molotov cocktails with Nika, and then I followed her directions to bring me and Sawsaw to the base of a very questionable path. It wound over and around loose boulders and steep, gravelly slopes, but it was the only means of reaching the stalactite that loomed just above the arena. The cracking of whips and drunken jeers echoed behind us as we sprinted for the path, and by the time we were halfway into the heights of Ashgor, the goblins were preparing to get the fight going at last.

“Watch the stone in front of you, Sawsaw,” I warned. “It’s ready to break loose, and we have to hurry.”

Sawsaw clawed the edge of the cavern wall as his eyes bulged out of his head, but he kept his focus sharp and followed my steps to a tee while I took us along the safest available route. The 550 cord and sling I had wrapped over both shoulders kept catching on the jagged rock face, though, and loose gravel began to tumble down into the streets below.

I kept checking over my shoulder every few steps to be sure the king and his guards didn’t notice, but they looked thoroughly caught up in the Bluizz from where they were perched on the opposite ledge.

The king sat on a mossy throne with a gleaming dwarven goblet clutched in his warty fist, and he picked his nose while he cackled and pointed his boogery finger at the combatants down below. He was surrounded by about sixty goblins that made up his king’s guard, and all of them had clubs looped in their tattered belts. Several of them had twisted scraps of metal, splintered wood, or shards of glass shoved in their various pockets, and I grimaced when I caught sight of a few battering devices with bent and rusted nails jutting out all over the place.

“Okay, buddy, we made it,” I sighed as we slowly pulled ourselves up to the highest ridge of the path, and we flattened our backs against the cavern wall while we kept our gazes strictly ahead of us.

The rickety rope bridge that draped above the city and to the stalactite where the judges sat looked about as sturdy as an overcooked noodle, and I stood there without speaking for a long moment while the thrumming of the goblins’ drums rebounded off the cavern ceiling. There wasn’t even a breeze, but the bridge was still swaying from side to side, and I eyed the shoddy anchor points, frayed ropes, and splintered wooden planks that somehow held together and spanned about fifty feet.

“So… this is not what I’d consider a sound bridge.”

“Sawsaw,” my son croaked, and I glanced over to see him looking a shade or two less green than usual.

“You alright?”

“No,” he replied bluntly. “Bridge breaks.”

“Yeah, they didn’t keep any structural integrity in mind on this one,” I agreed, “but you can tell the roping is mostly intact. It’s the wood that’s rotted all to hell. Let’s try and keep most of our weight distributed on the roped edges, and whatever you do, don’t let the bridge start rocking. Slow and steady, son.”

“Sawsaw,” he grumbled, but he didn’t move an inch until I took the first step.

A low and ominous creak rippled down the entire length of the rickety bridge when I put my full weight on it, and I held my breath while I slowly began inching my way forward.

When Sawsaw joined me, a threatening snap echoed from beneath our feet, and I could hear my son muttering nervously under his breath. He was really just saying his name over and over, but it seemed to help keep him calm enough to put one foot in front of the other. Every step tipped the bridge back and forth while we clung to the frayed railing of moldy rope, and when we finally reached the other side, I had to fight the urge to leap for the landing. The motion probably would have brought the whole thing crashing to the ground, but I couldn’t shake the feeling my luck was about to run out. So, I carefully stepped from the last loosened plank to the rocky ledge, and then I whipped around to grab Sawsaw’s arm and yank him clear off the bridge toward me.

My son crashed into my chest with a yelp of fright, but when he looked down to find himself standing on solid ground again, he wheezed in relief.

“Holy shit,” Sawsaw said with a gulp. “Sawsaw hates it.”

“I know you do, buddy, but you’re doing great,” I assured him. “We just have to sneak around that slim bend over there, and then we’ll kill the judges and get to work.”

“Sawsaw,” he replied.

I kept his arm linked with mine while we shuffled sideways around the broken crevice that served as a pathway to the other side of the stalactite, and when I peered around the next ledge, I could see the three judges laughing their asses off as they watched the arena below. They were leaning far over their makeshift rock desk, and it looked like the only thing they had to aid them in keeping score were several open bottles of whiskey and a long stick with a few notches carved on either end.

I didn’t bother hesitating with my son and I only centimeters from a deadly fall. I dragged Sawsaw around the corner with me at the same moment I drew my dagger, and I slit two of the judges’ throats before Sawsaw even took his hatchet out.

The last judge spit whiskey all over himself in shock, but before he could call out, Sawsaw hurled his hatchet to strike the goblin right in the heart.

“Good job,” I said as I retrieved the hatchet for him and wiped it clean on my fatigues. “Now, we need a rock anchor.”

“Sawsaw?” he asked uneasily.

“Yeah, I’m going down there,” I replied. “It’ll be easy, don’t worry. I just have to rappel down once Nika gets the fire raging. The goblins will be too panicked to bother going after me, and once I get the orc-woman, I’ll give you a signal to pull us back up. Then we’ll pick your mom up and book it to the bridge. As long as we stick to the path she suggested, the king will see us in the light of the flames, and he’ll follow us right into our trap.”

Sawsaw nodded in agreement, but he eyed the seventy-foot drop in a way that showed he was not a fan of the new plan.

“This rock will do,” I muttered as I came to a sturdy lump of stalactite that rose just enough from the ledge to get a cord secured around it. Then I pulled the 550 cord and my sling off my shoulders to begin tying two ends of the sling in a double fisherman’s knot. “What’s going on down there, buddy?”

“Orc’s mad,” Sawsaw reported. “Spider’s mad. Gobs drunk.”

“Boy, I tell you, this kind of fighting pit shit really doesn’t fly where I come from,” I snorted. “They used to lock all kinds of creatures in rings kind of like this in creepy basements in the middle of nowhere, but now you get in a hell of a lot of trouble for--”

“Spider’s loose,” Sawsaw interrupted, and he sounded so distracted, I had to come and get a look for myself.

“Fuck,” I groaned. “She’s gonna die.”

The Arachne was already charging before the goblins finished releasing the orc, and as the woman growled and tore the last few ropes from her limbs, the goblins yelped and fled like she was a bull at a rodeo.

The woman managed to dive to the side just before the Arachne reached her, and after she jumped to her feet, she sprinted around the beast’s legs toward the whips still strewn across the floor of the ring.

“They didn’t even arm her before they left?” I scoffed. “We have to get this fire going.”

I pulled Sawsaw back from the ledge, and when I dropped to my knees, he worked on securing one end of the 550 cord to the rock anchor while I grabbed my sling.

“No pulley,” Sawsaw suddenly gasped in a panic, and he grabbed my wrist.

“No, it’s fine,” I chuckled. “I can use a friction hitch.”

My son furrowed his brow in confusion.

“Seriously?” I asked. “How have I not gone over this with you? Alright, pay attention, there’s always time to learn about a hitch that could save your life. Now, there’s three basic types of friction hitches for rope on rope belays. You’ve got the auto block, the Prussik hitch, and the Klemheist. Keep in mind, the auto block isn’t ideal in every situation because it can release under pressure, but for our purposes that’s perfect.”

I demonstrated for him by wrapping my sling around the 550 cord six times until there was enough of a bite for the two cords to grip, and then I pulled a carabiner from my belt to secure the ends.

“See how it grips, but then slides when I really give it a good pull?” I asked, and Sawsaw nodded. “That little bit of give will allow me to rappel down, but the grip is gonna slow my descent enough to keep me from breaking my legs when I land.”

“Prussik?” Sawsaw asked next.

“Ah, the Prussik hitch is what we’ll be using once I get the orc-woman,” I explained. “Here, I’ll show it to you real quick with this extra bit of sling. You pass this end through the other end three times around the cord and then pull it tight. Simple as that, but it’s a hell of a hitch. It’s multidirectional, and it grips infinitely better than an auto block because it’s not releasable under load. This way you can pull both of us up without the sling slipping and sending us plummeting to our--”

“Da?” Sawsaw suddenly interrupted, and I realized there was a curious number of screams rising up from below.

We quickly crawled to the edge of the stalactite’s ledge, and I didn’t know whether to laugh, roll my eyes, or break something out of fury.

A whole row of drunken goblins had toppled their bench backward in their belligerent enthusiasm, and it looked like they must have tipped a torch can over because the line of giant mushrooms behind them was now up in flames.

Shit.

“You know, that sixty percent fail rate is a real bitch,” I grumbled as I watched the entire perimeter steadily ignite itself. “Okay, so we’re gonna skip phase three apparently and go right ahead with operation rescue the sexy-fitness-model-orc-babe. No doubt your mom is pretty bummed she didn’t get to light the fire, but that can’t be helped now. Sawsaw, do me a favor and send two flashes to Abby and Ruby with this mirror while I get headed down there. Hopefully, the king will be too surprised to do much more than watch for a minute or two.”

Sawsaw nodded uneasily as the entire crowd below began to panic in earnest, and I quickly undid the Prussik hitch I’d demonstrated for him before looping the end of the sling around my waist.

Then I pulled my rappel gloves from my back pocket, and once I was ready, I grabbed hold of the anchored 550 cord and carefully backed up to the edge. With a last glance at the combatants still attempting to kill each other, I took a deep breath and gently hopped backward.

The cord went taut under the strain of my weight, but the auto block did well to slow my descent while my rappel gloves absorbed the friction, and I let the line feed through my grip as I picked up speed.

I’d always enjoyed rappel training at sapper school because I didn’t have any issues with heights, and the rush of descent was incredible, but it was about ten times cooler being able to apply the skill set on an airdrop into a flaming arena to rescue a damsel from a giant spider. My adrenaline spiked another measure as I eyed the carnage taking place below, and the wind rushed in my ears as I gained speed and plummeted boots first into the smoky haze.

The goblins were amassed near the gates, and they desperately shook the iron bars to try and escape, but the chains held fast. The crowd began to run in every direction as they trampled their tribe members and shrieked at the top of their lungs, and as several of the goblins were trapped against the perimeter, the crowd started getting swallowed up by the flames.

And yet, the orc-woman was still swinging her club in the air and screaming at the giant spider.

I landed hard on my boots at the center of the ring, and then I swiftly removed the sling from my waist before rushing to the woman’s aid.

I had my hatchet at the ready when I shoved a flaming goblin aside and finally reached her, but when her red eyes caught sight of me, she peeled her lips back in a furious snarl.

“Back, large man!” she growled as she bared her teeth, and two vicious fangs gleamed in the firelight. “This Arachne is my assailant, get your own!”

“Okay, I totally respect that,” I tried as I dodged the warning flick of her whip, “but the whole fucking place is burning down, and I--”

“Let it burn!” she bellowed as she turned back to the foaming Arachne, and she raised her club with a war cry like nothing I’d ever heard before she dislocated three of the beast’s knobby legs in one swipe.

The orc-woman let out a thunderous laugh as the Arachne went flying toward the flames, and with smoke billowing around her, and the melting goblins shrieking from all sides, I had to admit… she was one badass warrior orc-chick.

She prowled side to side with feline-like poise, and her backend was fully exposed while she waited for the Arachne to get closer. A rogue goblin stumbled into one of her long legs in his flaming panic, but the orc-woman just hissed and brought her club down on his head to smash him like a bug.

Then she crouched like a tiger while I forgot what the hell I was even doing here, and as every perfectly honed muscle in her back and thighs constricted, the woman launched herself ten feet into the air. She looked like a gray Wonder Woman or She-Hulk soaring into the smoky abyss with her club raised high, and she landed with a vicious growl right on the back of the Arachne.

The giant spider shrieked and bucked like a bull while the orc-woman buried her claws in his skull and clubbed him repeatedly, and as the pair tumbled around the fighting ring, they crushed flaming goblins in their wake.

But then the spider reared back on his last few good legs, and he tipped backward to bring his full weight crashing down on the orc-woman.

“Shit!”

I was half sure she had to be dead, but I sprinted forward to help her anyways. I didn’t bother jumping over the wailing goblins in my path, I just clobbered them under my boots and kicked them in their frantic faces, and when I made it to the Arachne who was wriggling to right himself, I could hear a muffled growl I recognized.

“Orc-lady!” I screamed as I slammed the full force of my weight into the Arachne, and I managed to shift him enough to expose a clawed hand underneath. “I’ve got you, hold on!”

I grabbed hold of the woman’s hand and dropped to my ass, and with my boots braced on the Arachne’s hairy body, I wrenched the gray-skinned orc out from under the enormous beast.

Which kind of shoved her face straight against my dick, but luckily, she was too amped up to notice.

Once her upper half was freed, the orc-woman dug her claws into my fatigues with another vicious snarl, and I ended up just staring as she flattened me and climbed up my whole body to pull her legs free.

Her red eyes flashed as blood trickled from her ashen lips, and I somehow had the presence of mind to notice she had perfectly arched eyebrows and incredibly attractive features. Not just for an orc, but for anyone. She was smoking hot with dense brown hair tumbling over her shoulders and onto my chest, but that’s the last thing I noticed before she lurched to her feet and spun around to face the Arachne yet again.

“Damn…” I sighed as I found myself looking straight up at her inner thighs and the thong strap that disappeared between two perfectly sculpted ass cheeks.

“Now, hellion,” the orc growled at the Arachne, “I will send you to the blackened pits of death and dismemberment! Curse you and your kind! You will rue the day you ever challenged the Great Kharazugelphi!”

The orc-woman tossed her dark brown locks over her shoulder as she drew her whip above her head, and I scrambled back just in time to dodge the tip.

Then she soundly thrashed the beast four times across his exposed belly, and each slash sent a spray of blood flying from her whip as the Arachne screeched in agony. His legs began to twitch and splay at his side, and his bludgeoned head dropped hard against the ground. I could tell he was already fading, but the orc wasn’t done with him yet.

“Die! Die! Die!” she laughed sadistically from deep in her belly as she cast her whip aside and prowled over to look the Arachne in his bloody eyes, and as she crouched and locked her claws around his neck, she let out a low, pleasurable purr.

Then, in one violent motion, the Arachne’s head was torn from his body, and the orc woman bared her fangs as she stood victorious. She raised the bludgeoned head high as she roared toward the smoky ceiling.

“Holy shit,” I gasped as my eyes ran up and down her perfectly shaped muscles.

It was almost a shame the fight had been interrupted because it was a fucking epic battle, and I couldn’t believe no one but me was around to witness the lethal extent of the orc-woman’s abilities.

When she let out a wheezing cough and threw the head aside, though, I finally regained the ability to focus clearly, and I quickly shot to my feet to grab her hand and pull her along with me.

“This way!” I ordered as we ran for the cord still dangling at the center of the arena.

There weren’t any goblins left to scream anymore, and the battering of massive flames rose up all around us. The entire arena was heating to an unbearable degree while every mushroom stalk and all the benches were enveloped in a raging inferno, and the smoke grated in my lungs and sent my head spinning.

I coughed heartily while I untied my auto block and swapped it out for a Prussik hitch, and once I had the sling secured around my waist, I turned to the orc-woman.

She was breathing heavily as she took in the inescapable ring of flaming death, and when her red eyes met mine, a tingle on the back of my neck sent the hairs standing on end. This was exactly the situation where I could get away with using one of my favorite lines.

So, I cleared my throat to be sure the delivery was perfect before I extended my hand to the orc-woman and held her gaze steadily.

“Come with me,” I said, “if you want to live.”

The woman’s expression softened as her charcoal eyebrows pinched together, and she spared half a glance around the encroaching inferno before grabbing my hand and pulling herself against me. Then she locked her arms around my neck and waist, and yeah, I was grinning my ass off.

Because god damn, that line, man. Even orcs could appreciate it.

I sent the woman a wink as a sultry smirk came to her lips, and before I gave Sawsaw the signal, I gently nudged the woman where I held her by the waist.

“I’m Ken Jewell, by the way.”

“My name is Kharazugelphi,” she replied, “but the creatures I do not murder call me Khara.”

I chuckled as I gave the cord a firm tug, and then Sawsaw hauled us up off the ground.

We swung out wide above the arena as we rose into the heights of Ashgor, and when the flames below finally reached the mushroom caps, they began to burst like powdery white fireworks.

Khara gasped and clutched me against her until I was sure her scaly bikini would burst, and I tightened my hold on her slender, but incredibly hard, waist as I craned my neck to look up at my son.

Sawsaw had his most determined scowl on his green face as he power-towed the line, and every fist over fist motion brought us higher above the city. When we were finally within reach, he tied the spare cord off on the rock anchor like I’d instructed, and then he flattened out on his belly to reach for me.

We locked arms so he could haul me up, and once I had my elbow firmly braced on the edge of the rock, Sawsaw quickly grabbed Khara’s arm and pulled her to safety like a complete gentleman.

I was grinning with pride when he returned to help me up the rest of the way, and after struggling to my feet, I clapped a firm hand on his shoulder to bring him closer.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” I laughed. “You’re a hell of a soldier, Sawsaw. Well done. That was some hero shit, right there.”

“Thanks, Da,” Sawsaw panted with half a grin. “King’s gone, though.”

“What?” I hissed as I whipped around to find the king’s ledge completely deserted. Then I groaned and clutched my hair. “No, no, no. Where did he go? When did he leave? Is he headed for the bridge already? Did he see you up here? I don’t see him anywhere.”

Sawsaw tugged on my sleeve to get my attention, and he pointed to the right of us. That’s when I saw the goblin king and his entire brigade of guards running as fast as their squat legs could take them. They weren’t headed for the bridge of Ashgor, though, they’d taken the second path straight down from their ledge, and now they were fixing to turn the opposite direction of where I needed them to be.

“Fucking shit, bitch, and tits!” I cursed. “I’m bumping it up to a seventy-percent fail rate, this is ridiculous.”

“Bad gob!” Sawsaw growled as he glared down at the waddling king. “Not fair. Abby kills, not Sawsaw!”

“Don’t worry, buddy,” I assured him as I turned him toward the rope bridge, “there’s still time to fix this. We just need to get them to change their course, come on!”

Khara and Sawsaw followed my lead as we picked our way across the freaky, rotted, swaying bridge as fast as we could without plummeting to our deaths, and we didn’t waste a second when we made it to the other side.

I turned and pelted down the gravelly path toward the belly of the city, and I scanned the lanes desperately for a glimpse of my beautiful goblin-wife. I finally saw her bright red hair waiting for us beside the compost heap while she watched the fiery destruction of the arena, and I cupped my hands around my mouth to yell as loud as I could while I sprinted down a precarious slope.

“Nika!” I bellowed, and my goblin-wife flipped around to send me a giddy wave with a couple of my favorite bounces. “Make a huge fucking scene, Nika! Draw them back that direction!”

I gestured wildly with my arms to try and help her understand, and Nika’s emerald eyes lit up as she smiled even wider. Then she gave a little clap before she ducked down behind the compost heap.

I was careening down the gravelly path behind Sawsaw when Nika suddenly reappeared, and she climbed up on top of a squat goblin structure at the furthest edge of the broad lane with a Molotov cocktail in hand. When she stood on the rooftop, she turned to face the king and his guards, and she called out to her father on the path above just before she lit the linen dangling from the bottle’s lip.

“Hell yeah!” I growled with a deadly grin. This would be perfect. If Nika’s aim was true, she might just take the king down herself before he reached the turn, and the blast would buy us at least a few minutes while the rest of the guards tried to regroup.

But Nika didn’t throw anything at the king or his guards.

She waited until her father noticed her standing there, and then she chucked the bottle straight at the ground to send a burst of flames shooting up at her feet while she raised her arms high like a damn queen.

“Yes! It is I,” she hollered grandly, “Nikagekokarra, ugliest of all goblins, princess of Ashgorheckamoofta, and the future queen of the surface and underdark worlds!”

Sawsaw and I took a double take, and as my son lost his footing, I tripped right over him to catapult down the gravelly incline.

“Bow before my perfect husband, you warty swine!” Nika ordered. “You cannot defeat him! Together, we will break your necks, rip your guts to shreds, and mount your putrid heads upon the mighty gates of our fortress for all the world to see! Your brains will be picked apart by the pretty birds that live above this world, and when your faces become too rotted to recognize, we will grind your skulls into mush and paint the walls of our castle with your remains! My husband gives no mercy, you will see! He will use his muscular and calloused hands to squeeze the air from your lungs and tear your eyeballs from their sockets! He will--”

“Goddamn it, Nika, ” I grumbled as I finally came rolling ass over head into the streets of the city, and I caught Sawsaw before he could tumble straight into a flaming torch can.

My goblin-wife carried on despite the fact that her father had already changed his course to head back up the path, and while she shamelessly began belting out a tangent about my many superior qualities, the orc-woman slid in a flawless crouch to land directly beside me.

“What is all of this?” She eyed Nika as she cocked her head to the side.

“That’s one of my wives,” I said with a smirk. “She’s the goblin king’s daughter.”

“I like her style.” Khara nodded. “One should always tell one’s enemy about how much better they are before they destroy them.”

“I like her, too,” I chuckled. “Now, let’s make sure she doesn’t get burned alive.”

We barreled ahead with Sawsaw in the lead, and I called out to Nika as she came back into view at the end of the lane. The flames from her big reveal had fully encircled the squat structure by now, but when Nika saw me coming, she finally abandoned her bragging and sent me a flirty wave instead.

“Ken Jewell!” she sang with an eager smile. “Rescue me, too! I love when you rescue me!”

“Jump!” I hollered, and as I barely slowed down my pace beside the flaming building, Nika giggled and leapt over the fiery barrier between us. She let out an adorable squeak as I caught her in my arms, and after kissing my cheek, she hopped down to her feet and caught up with Sawsaw.

“This is so much fun, Ken Jewell!” my goblin-wife panted over her shoulder. “If we had time, I would insist you be polite and introduce me to your beautiful orc friend, but we should probably wait until you slay my father first. Oh, look! There he is!”

Nika pointed up to the path we were headed for, and my stomach dropped as I realized the king and his guards were much further along than I’d expected.

At this rate, all sixty goblins in his fleet would reach the bridge before us, and they would turn down the path instead to trap us in the streets.

Nika didn’t seem too worried, though.

“See, Father?” she yelled tauntingly as she sprinted beside Sawsaw. “My husband is so much better looking than those stupid suitors you were so worried about! And he’s very clever, too! The most clever! Just you wait until you see what he has in store for your ugly army! You’ll hate it! You’ll see!”

“Nika, focus!” I hollered. “We’re not gonna make it in time!”

“In time for what?” Khara asked. Her long legs fell perfectly in step with mine, and she looked over at me casually like we were going for a stroll through town. She didn’t even sound out of breath from all the running, but I expected that from her obvious athleticism.

I didn’t have time to respond to the beautiful orc, though, because my gut was in stitches from the ten-minute sprint, and my mind raced through a dozen alternate plans of how I might be able to get those goblins on the bridge even without us ahead of them.

Then someone screamed my name.

Or rather, my rank.

“Sergeant Daddy!” Abby screeched, and I looked up to see her little camo face above the rocky battlements of the bridge.

Ruby looked terrified at my daughter’s side, and I knew from their place they could tell we weren’t going to make it in time. The dwarven woman glanced between us and the oncoming brigade, and she suddenly had a fierce determination in her hazel eyes that made my heart seize.

There was no way I was about to let my own family bait the king away without me there to ensure their safety, but two seconds later, I realized it wouldn’t have to come to this.

Abby clamored up on the battlement before Ruby could do anything, and after a steadying breath, the little siren started to sing. I recognized the song as the very first one she’d ever written, and as the notes rang out across Ashgor, the same unbelievable surge of energy shot straight through my veins.

Then my legs began to pump faster, my heaving breaths leveled out, and as little white sparks dotted the edges of my vision, I went into hyper speed.

All of us did.

Nika gasped and giggled at the sensation, and suddenly, we were gaining on the brigade. They were almost to the stalagmite I’d pointed out to Ruby, and we were just about to reach the branch between the two paths.

I kept half my focus on not tripping over my feet while I bolted head down like Sonic the Hedgehog, and out of the corner of my eye, I tracked the approach of the goblin fleet.

“Light it up!” I roared when the goblin king reached the stalagmite, and we turned to climb the last stretch of path toward the bridge.

By the time our feet struck the stonework, Abby, Ruby, Shitter, and Canigo were already fleeing to the other side, and I could see six fuses quickly burning down ahead of us.

My heart pounded in my ears as the growls and curses of the goblins drew dangerously close to our backs, but I kept my eyes locked on my family waiting anxiously at the mouth of the tunnel for us. Then an ear-splitting bang erupted behind me and resonated throughout the entire cavern of Ashgor, and despite the panic numbing my limbs, I felt like James fucking Bond.

The bombs exploded one by one not fifteen feet behind us as we ran for our lives, and the final two explosions sent me flying off my feet to come crashing down in the tunnel beside Abby.

I smothered my face to keep from breathing in the rock dust, and the thundering cracks of the stout stonework breaking open sent shudders through the ground beneath me.

The destruction went on for several hectic moments while boulders skidded past me on all sides, and when the air finally seemed to settle a bit, I risked a glance over my shoulder.

Just beyond the toes of my boots, smoke filled the whole cavern of Ashgor, and the bridge was entirely destroyed from one end to the other.

Unfortunately, there were about thirty pissed off goblins scattered across the ground in front of me, and as they slowly regained the ability to move, the king’s eyes locked on mine.



[image: ]



Chapter 18

“Well, fuck,” I sighed. “The fail rate is now seventy-five percent.”

I strained my aching limbs to stand as Abby hooked my arm to help me up, and she narrowed her eyes so fiercely at the goblin king that all I could see were her feathery lashes surrounded by camo paint.

“Now, he dies, Daddy,” Abby growled in a low voice.

“That’s right, sweetie,” I replied, and I pulled a hatchet and dagger from my belt as I eyed the king’s guard, who were badly shaken from the blast. “Final standoff time. Do you happen to remember how you made those werewolves’ brains explode?”

“I do,” she said, “but I can’t do it now. I don’t have the energy left.”

“Shit,” I muttered, but then Khara appeared at my other side as she brushed some rubble from her dense brown locks.

“I will assist you in this battle, Ken Jewell,” she informed me.

“Thank you,” I replied, “I have some spare weaponry you can--”

“I do not require a weapon,” Khara interrupted in a lofty voice, and then she just strolled right toward the fleet of goblins, who were now mostly reformed into a shield wall in front of their squat king.

“Uh… ” I tried, and I exchanged a glance with Nika and Ruby.

The two women looked completely unphased, though, and they followed after Khara without a second thought.

So, I quickly caught up with them, and when I glanced back at Sawsaw, he gave a single nod before he and his squadron faded out of sight.

The smoky air was thick with tension as we all met in the center of the broad landing outside the tunnel, and while my troop and the goblin king’s guards glared back and forth, I kept my gaze on the king.

He had the same emerald eyes as Nika, except they were rimmed with piss yellow, and he sent me a rotted brown smile as his features pinched into a sneer. He was only half dressed, with a stained bit of scrap fabric tied around his waist, and his bulbous green belly protruded several inches to make his hairy belly button that much more prominent.

His brigade were nearly as grotesque as their king, but they were more well-kept with slightly less dingy clothing, which was odd to me. Then I remembered Nika’s explanation about the quality of a goblin’s clothes, and I realized she really must have been right about how shit poor her father was as a goblin king. This guy looked like the underdark equivalent of a crooked junkyard owner thirty miles outside of town and just up the road from a sewage plant.

He was also swaying a bit as he attempted to keep his expression from wavering, and a quick glance at the rest of the goblins had me grinning. They were clearly hammered after the Bluizz, and I nodded to myself as I realized this was going to be a shit show of a fight.

Then I opened my mouth to address the king, but he opened up his mouth first and delivered a gurgling, acidy belch that his goblins took as a signal. Suddenly, every club and jagged blade was raised with a drunken roar of approval, and the next thing I knew, the whole fleet charged.

The fight was on.

Khara let out a deep growl before she pounced, and Nika and Ruby both sprinted forward into the fray.

The first two goblins I reached were clobbered with the butt of my hatchet, but my next opponent was a sweaty bastard with a spiked bludgeoning club held high above his head. I dodged the first blow in time to circle around him and chop his arm off for him, and while I chopped off the other for good measure, Abby snatched the bludgeoning club with a giggle of excitement.

“Daddy, look at the fun weapon I found!” she hollered.

“Have fun, sweetie!” I called back as I delivered a death blow to the goblin’s skull, and when I turned to take on the next two, I heard Abby laughing happily while she battered the face of a goblin beside her.

Meanwhile, the king had retreated a ways with a small band of guards to enjoy the show, and I shook my head at the coward as he picked his nose and wiped his finger on a neighboring goblin.

Grunts and growls mixed with the sound of crushing bones and splattering guts, and the dirt beneath my boots was soon drenched with blood as the battle heated up.

My sons were working in stealth mode to chip away at the outer edge of the goblin fleet around us, and every now and then, Canigo’s war hammer would pierce someone’s skull. The weapon always brought a distinct crunching sound along with his maniacal laugh, and I smirked at the kid’s enthusiasm. He really did love that war hammer so much, and I couldn’t deny the weapon suited his personality well.

Khara’s war cry could be heard above everything else, though, and I nearly took a club to the groin when I caught sight of her in action. She had her teeth bared as she grabbed two goblins by their lumpy green heads, and before I could blink, she smashed their skulls together with enough force to make their brains ooze out between her fingers. Then she tossed them away like trash bags and stomped her boot down into the belly of a fallen goblin.

He wailed as his stomach burst open under the force, and I grinned while I turned away to decapitate the jerk who’d tried to club my dick. A flying obsidian blade came soaring toward me a split second later, and I quickly ducked before hacking two nearby goblins’ legs off in one swipe.

Nika clobbered their heads for me with a bent rod she’d stolen off one of her victims, and as our eyes met, she sent me a brilliant smile that made my heart flutter a bit. Then she snapped a goblin’s neck with the end of her rod, and she let out a haughty “humph” as she continued on to the next.

Everywhere I looked, my family and Khara were savagely tearing into our goblin foes, but the smoke from the arena was getting thicker by the minute, and I could tell we were all struggling to breathe. My chest was becoming tight as I had to gasp just to fill my lungs, and my eyes burned from the smoke and rock dust still sifting through the air.

The drunken goblins fought with the same ferocity as my sons, but their drunkenness seemed to make them oblivious to their injuries, and as I saw a few badly injured guards still battling with a vengeance, I hoped we could manage to finish this before we fell unconscious from carbon monoxide poisoning.

I impaled a passing goblin in the heart with my dagger as I did a quick scan to make sure my kids were alright, and I could tell Abby was starting to struggle. That’s when I realized she hadn’t been in the water since before dawn, and the added difficulty of the smoky air along with the exertion of her singing and screaming had to be taking their toll. She still hit her every mark as she battered the asses and faces of the goblins with her spiked club, but I knew my little girl needed my help, so I swung my hatchet out wide to carve a path toward her.

When I finally reached the little siren, she smiled up at me. “Hi, Daddy! How am I doing?”

“You’re doing great, sweetie,” I assured her as I sliced her attacker’s gut wide open, “but I’m worried about this smoke in your lungs. I want you to fall back and hide in the tunnel. Let us finish the goblins off.”

“Okay,” Abby coughed, and sugar cookies scattered all over as she ducked an oncoming club and spun around to sneak away.

I dropped the blade of my hatchet through the head of the fucker who’d swung at my little pumpkin, and then I quickly took care of the next goblin in the same swift fashion.

There were only a dozen or so goblins left now, and Khara was fixing to crush a couple more skulls when I heard a familiar groan, and I turned around in time to see Ruby projectile puke chocolate all over her attacker’s face. The goblin gargled as he was blinded with vomit, and he stumbled back to trip Khara who crashed down and knocked Nika off balance as well.

Ruby was still puking, though, and I rushed to her side as Sawsaw and his troop reappeared to aid the others. Cookies and chocolate cake spewed from the dwarven woman’s mouth as she clutched at her stomach, and I was in such a hurry to help her, I slipped in a puddle of the stuff.

“Shit!” I cursed as I grappled to get a firm footing, but the puke kept coming, and Ruby accidentally sent the next dose my way as she turned to check if I was alright.

Now, the drunken goblins were slipping all over the place, too, and Nika started laughing hysterically as she skated through the puke to crack her rod across their heads. It was harder to aim with all the sliding going on, though, and even Khara started laughing as she watched Nika enjoying the game.

Ruby wasn’t at all amused, and I finally managed to make it to her side and take her arm.

“Where are you keeping all of this?” I demanded in complete shock. “There’s gotta be gallons of puke out here.”

“Fuck yo--” she tried, but another waterfall of chocolate spewed out, and I braced myself for the next wave while I supported Ruby’s weight and sliced a slipping goblin’s throat.

“You have to get out of here if you’re gonna get killed puking all over like this,” I hollered above her retching.

The moment the words left my mouth, Sawsaw was at my side, and he gave a diligent nod before he quickly stooped to drape Ruby over his back.

“Get her out of range, and have your brothers guard her and Abby, we’ll take care of this,” I ordered, but then I cringed as Ruby puked all over Sawsaw’s shoulder.

Luckily, my goblin-son was immune to disgusting shit, and he completely ignored the gooey brown slime seeping down his front as he called out to his squadron and bolted for the tunnel with Ruby splayed on his back.

I flipped back around to find Nika and Khara double teaming a group of three goblins, and while Khara tore their arms off, Nika cracked their faces open with adorable little “humphs.”

Only the goblin king and his five guards were left now, and I could just make out the king’s bulbous belly as he waddled through the smoke with a spiked club in his fist and his guards on either side.

“Sooo… ” he sneered, and I furrowed my brow at the nasally squeak of his voice, “you’re the fool who has dared to raid King Thrumfuddler’s blessed Bluizz.”

I snorted so loudly the king and his guards stopped in their tracks, and I tried to twist my smile back into a stern frown, but I couldn’t even manage it.

“Sorry,” I mumbled with a smirk, “continue.”

“You chortle?” the king squeaked furiously. “Chortling in the presence of King Thrumfuddler is--”

Now, I burst out laughing, and as I doubled over to grasp my knees, Nika and Khara came over to join me in the final standoff.

“This is your father?” I asked my goblin-wife as I wiped at my burning eyes.

“Yes,” Nika mumbled, and she blushed a delicate green. “Isn’t he the most unimpressive goblin in the whole world? He’s an embarrassment to the very race of goblin.”

“He’s a joke,” I scoffed. “How the hell did he manage to take Ashgor in the first place?”

“He had his strongest warriors hold down the dwarven ruler while he pissed in his mouth until he drowned,” Nika said with a shrug, and I finally stopped smirking.

“What the fuck?” I turned back to Thrumfuddler. “That’s taking things a bit far.”

“Ha! You’ll get worse from me, you filthy slug snoodler,” the king jeered. “I’ll shit in your eye sockets and scrape the fungus from my feet with your teeth! I’ll--”

“Yes, yes, we know, Father,” Nika sighed with irritation. “You’ll cut our hands off and use them to wipe your ass, and the next wife to birth your children will use our hides as a birthing mat. Is that still the best you can do?”

The king shifted awkwardly under the unimpressed gaze of his daughter, and I tried to mask how repulsed I was by the imagery of all this.

Nika crossed her arms and cocked her brow. “I’m not surprised. You have always been the most boring and stupid goblin king the underdark has ever seen. Well, my husband will show you how it’s done. You will see. He is infinitely more creative. Tell him what you will do, Ken Jewell.”

“Uhhh,” I started as I realized Nika wanted me to do some sort of battle-insult-rap session with her dad before I killed him. I hadn’t quite prepared to talk a bunch of shit, though, so I closed my mouth and then opened it as I raised my finger in the air to recall all the Army shit talk I’d ever heard.

Khara seemed to sense the predicament, though, because she stepped forward and glowered down at the goblin king.

“Ken Jewell would never stoop to urinating in a live man’s throat,” she growled at the king. “He would tie you down and lacerate your limbs and let his urine burn in every crevice, and then he would leave you for two days and two nights until your wounds have begun to ooze with pus. The leeches from Lackenmoor Lake would be brought out on the third day, and while they fed on your pus secretions, Ken Jewell would meticulously shred your tongue into eight strips. The meat would then be painted with the fiery milk of the hallogrim fronds, and only when the venom of the leeches infested your brain with hellish hallucinations, and your shredded tongue blistered with boils, would Ken Jewell finally cut out your tongue altogether, shove it down your throat, and let you slowly suffocate while you retch directly into your own lungs.”

“Damn,” I whispered under my breath as I gaped at the orc woman.

“That’s right,” Nika scoffed at her father. “Now, don’t you feel like a very stupid and unimpressive goblin king?”

King Thrumfuddler looked dopily between the three of us, and his last five guards exchanged glances that showed they actually agreed with Nika’s assessment by this point. They looked torn about whether they should defend their king’s honor or not, but the king didn’t notice. He just stood there swaying drunkenly before he finally scratched his ass and shrugged.

“Very well,” he squeaked. “I will allow you to leave my kingdom unharmed.”

I furrowed my brow. “I didn’t ask you to allow me to do anything. I’m here to slay you. I think Nika and Khara both made that pretty clear.”

“But… no,” he tried, and he couldn’t even come up with a more solid rebuttal to save his life.

I let out a long sigh and was about to just slit his throat to put the idiot out of his misery, but the sound of swiftly approaching feet caused me to glance over my shoulder, and I saw Canigo pelting toward us with his war hammer held high. Then he leapt up into the air.

“Abby time!” he cried, and he flattened the king beneath him to hammer his face without restraint.

Brains and blood exploded across the ground as I jumped back in shock, and while Canigo laughed and murdered his little heart out, Khara and Nika turned their attention to the last five guards.

All of them screeched and tried to make a run for it, but Khara caught three of the goblins by their heels, two in one hand and one in the other, and she swung them high above her head like some sort of power wrestler and shattered their bones against a boulder.

Nika was clearly having fun, though, because she pranced after her two goblins singing a merry song about “trippity tripping, falling, and splitting our skulls upon the ground” until her victims threw themselves right off the edge where the bridge used to be. They screamed all the way down, and when they crashed into the rubble at the bottom, Nika clapped for herself and took a bow.

“This has been the most fantastic Jewell family outing ever!” Nika sang as she trotted back to my side, and she jumped up to wrap her arms around my neck. “Ken Jewell, your family has officially slain the goblin king and decimated his entire army. Don’t you feel like the strongest, most impressive husband and father?”

I glanced from Nika’s lusty green eyes to Thrumfuddler, whose head was now a juicy puddle, and Canigo sent me a proud grin from where he sat on the dead king’s chest.

“Does this count as slaying?” I clarified.

“If the entire head of the king is obliterated, it is considered a brutal desecration,” Khara informed me, “but by orc law, any means of destroying a king is sufficient grounds for a succession. Congratulations, Ken Jewell. Ashgorheckamoofta is yours.”

“Oh,” I said blankly. “Well, fuck yeah, then.”

“Long live Clan Jewell!” Nika exalted, and then she pulled me into a passionate kiss as my kids came running from the tunnel with victorious cheers and applause. They were also coughing like crazy, though, so as soon as Nika was done with me, I immediately motioned for everyone to vacate the city.

We ran through the smoky tunnels as we all wheezed and hacked up black tar along the way, and after about five minutes, we finally came to a pleasant and mossy cavern without any residual smoke. So, we stopped to catch our breath and regroup for a bit, and Sawsaw set Ruby down on a lump of moss so she could barf somewhere other than on him for a while.

We were all exhausted from the long and hectic siege on the goblin city, but I could tell there was a collective buzz going on from the victory despite the excessive smoke inhalation. It was our first family siege, after all, and it had been a hell of a ride. My kids and wives had performed admirably throughout the entire operation, and Khara had proven to be a genuinely impressive ally.

But the mood deflated a bit when Khara cleared her throat to make an announcement.

“Thank you for the assistance in escaping my captors, Clan Jewell,” she said solemnly. “It has been an honor to fight alongside you. I wish you luck in your future endeavors and look forward to battling you for reign over Ashgorheckamoofta one day. It will surely be a violent and satisfying clashing of forces.”

Then the smoking hot orc chick bowed her head and turned to leave, but Nika wore a coy smile on her face as she stood and casually trailed behind Khara.

“Ohh, I do not think you are going anywhere,” my goblin-wife said in a sing-song voice.

Khara froze mid-step.

“That’s right!” Nika continued with a giggle. “I happen to know a thing or two about your orcan laws, and if you leave this cavern now, Ken Jewell gets to kill you.”

“What?” I asked as I looked at my wife in bewilderment.

“Mm-hmm, you heard me,” Nika laughed, and she sent Khara a sparkling smile as the woman leveled her with a stony glare. “So, sit your perfect orc ass down and let’s have a little chat.”

“You are too clever by far, small goblin woman,” Khara grunted as she crossed her arms.

“I know,” Nika replied with a sly grin, “but let me ask you this, Khara. Do you like strong and handsome kings?”
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Chapter 19

Khara’s eyes narrowed at Nika, and the orc-beauty skeptically arched one of her perfect eyebrows. “Maybe.”

“How lovely!” Nika replied as she clapped her hands together. “Then you are a very lucky orc woman today, because you happen to owe your life to the strongest and most handsome king in the whole world.”

“Hmmmmm.” Khara clenched her jaw, and her red eyes turned toward me.

“She doesn’t owe me anything, Nika,” I clarified. “Seriously. I wouldn’t have felt right leaving her in the arena to die. It was the right thing to do, but that doesn’t mean she owes me anything for saving her.”

“Actually,” Nika corrected, “it does. According to orcan law, if an enemy creature spares the life of an orc, that orc has betrayed their own weakness, and they must now either sacrifice their lives or remain enslaved by the enemy creature as penance for their betrayal of orcan ethics.”

“Bullshit,” I snorted. “That sounds like paper thin reasoning.”

“It is not remotely thin,” Khara snapped, and a low growl came from deep inside her chest as she narrowed her red eyes at me. “Orcan ethics are quite stout and iron clad. We pride ourselves on showing no mercy and absolutely never requiring it. Orcs do not indebt themselves to enemy creatures. We kill them on sight and feed on their corpses to show our superiority. If an enemy creature is in a position to spare our life, this means we have failed to do justice to our race and are considered weak, stupid, useless fools not worthy of the name of orc.”

“Silly you, then,” Nika giggled. “You shouldn’t have gotten yourself into such a situation. What will the orcs think when they hear you have needed a human to save you?”

Khara looked down solemnly at the moss under her boots. “They will hang me from the parapets of Molgre Dhodh as punishment for my weakness.”

“Oh, dear,” Nika said with a tsk. “So concerning. So sad. Not at all fun. Nope. Perhaps you should reconsider leaving this cavern, then, yes? You thought you were being sneaky, I bet, trying to get away without being Ken Jewell’s slave, but goblins are the very best at sneak-sneaking. I know a sneaky-sneak when I see one.”

“I would never sneak!” Khara growled, and she looked thoroughly insulted. “Sneaking is for goblins. An orc would never. I was merely dismissing myself in the hopes of evading the inevitable so I might return to my kind as the same Great Kharazugelphi, and then no one would ever have to know I have defiled the very name of orc this day.”

I smirked and looked away to spare the woman the embarrassment, but Nika wasn’t feeling so gracious.

“Yes, that is a sneak,” she informed Khara. “A sloppy one, but a sneak all the same. Now, you have defiled the name of your orc people not once, but twice today.”

Khara’s brows crinkled, but she swiftly masked her disappointment as she raised her chin high. “Then I must do the honorable thing and sacrifice myself to you here and now to pay penance. Kill me, Ken Jewell. I am at your disposal, only do not let the goblin children bash my brains in, if you please. I prefer to have my head fully severed from my shoulders.”

“Ken Jewell, what do you think of that?” Nika sent me an elated smile, and I should have known this was the exact moment she was hoping for. My goblin wife knew me way too well by now. “I bet you do not like the idea of killing this very fierce and beautiful orc at all, do you?”

“No, Nika,” I chuckled. “I do not want to kill Khara. Obviously.”

“Killing is a natural course of action in this life,” Khara grunted. “You have performed adequately in various means of mortal destruction this day. Simply continue as you have done, Ken Jewell. You are doing well, do not fear.”

I raised my eyebrows at the woman’s unbelievable stoicism. She held such a deep sense of honor where her duties to her race were concerned that I couldn’t help wondering if half the soldiers I’d ever met could hold a candle to Khara. She held my gaze steadily without fear even while she bolstered me up to deliver justice in the form of killing her, and she didn’t seem to have any ideas of fleeing her certain death as she stood at the mouth of the cavern and waited for my response.

“Uhh… that’s very honorable of you, but I’m really not going to kill you, Khara. I mean no disrespect to the ways of the orcs, but I’d have to be a fucking idiot to destroy a woman like you.”

My words seemed to have the opposite effect of what I’d intended, and Khara narrowed her eyes once more as she bared her teeth ever so slightly.

“Perhaps you are not aware,” Khara scoffed, “that I am the very picture of superior quality when it comes to orcs. I am very tall and strong, I crush skulls without remorse, and my fangs have never rotted because I gnaw my victims’ bones straight down to the marrow, as one rightfully should. It is a great honor to murder an orc such as me, Ken Jewell, and I am insulted I have to explain this to you. I admit, I thought you were a more intelligent creature.”

“Oh, I am well aware of your superior qualities,” I assured her, and my eyes naturally drifted down her fitness goddess body.

Her gray skin looked flawlessly smooth like a pebble I might find by the ocean on Earth, and every inch of her displayed the perfect balance between supple femininity and remarkable strength. I didn’t know much about fang care, but her teeth glinted pure white and stuck out from her plush lips just enough to add a sensually dangerous edge to her features. All of this was more than obvious, but there were many more reasons why I didn’t want to kill her. The truth was, I respected the hell out of Khara after seeing what she was capable of, and the fact that she stood beside me so readily to best Thrumfuddler’s filthy threats showed a quality in her character I’d never quite encountered before.

She was a hell of an orc warrior woman, basically, but I had no idea how to go about explaining this to her without stoking the lethal glare she had me locked in right now. I’d never had to sweet talk an orc out of sacrificing herself before.

“That’s just the thing,” I tried as I held her gaze steadily. “You respect your laws as much as I respect my own, and it would go against my own ethics to kill someone as fiercely capable and dedicated as yourself. I won’t do it, plain and simple.”

Nika sighed happily and blew me a kiss of gratitude before she turned back to Khara. “See? Your options are dwindling, Khara. We must find an alternative solution, I’m afraid.”

“I see,” Khara said curtly. “If you will not kill me, Ken Jewell, then I suppose you intend to enslave me. Very well. I pledge my deadly faculties to your needs and the needs of your clan. Feel free to abuse them as you wish.”

“Jesus,” I sighed and scruffed my hair as I tried to wrap my head around this situation. “That’s not--”

“Allow me, Ken Jewell,” Nika interrupted, and she cleared her throat lightly. “Kharazugelphi, you are a very impressive orc, and your offer is a tempting one, but unfortunately, Clan Jewell does not have any need for a slave at present. We do, however, have an open position for a new wife. Based on your superior credentials, we would be willing to consider you for my husband and king. What do you say?”

Nika delivered this offer with more professionalism than any boss I’d ever had, but Khara suddenly looked repulsed.

“Absolutely not,” she hissed. “I refuse to take a husband. They are the filthiest of cowards, and I would rather rot in the bowels of a bugbear than submit to that kind of torment.”

“Interesting,” Nika mused with a tilt of her head. “I thought you were a clever orc, but apparently you are very stupid.”

“I beg your pardon?” Khara growled, but just as I shot to my feet to put myself between the two women, Abby giggled and hopped up, too.

“How about cookies?” Abby asked eagerly. “Could you submit to a cookie?”

The little siren had to crane her neck back to look Khara in the eyes, and she waved sweetly when the stoic woman couldn’t resist returning her smile.

“That depends,” Khara replied. “What is a cookie, and do they resemble the hideous indecency of a husband?”

“I don’t know much about husbands,” Abby admitted with a shrug, and she pulled a cookie from her pack to hold it out for Khara. “I know my Daddy’s a husband, though, and he’s the very best one in the world. He slays our enemies, defends our fortress, kisses his wives so they blush and feel very special, and whenever I do something wrong, he does this.”

Abby gave a dramatically overwrought sigh as she raked her hands through her hair, and I couldn’t help chuckling. She had me down to a tee.

“Then I say ‘I love you, too,’ and that makes him smile,” Abby continued. “Now, personally, I’ve never seen a cookie do any of those things, but these cookies are very, very good. Try one.”

Khara furrowed her brow as she considered the heart shaped cookie in her hand, and then her red eyes flicked toward mine for the briefest second before she gingerly took a bite with her gleaming fangs.

“Hmm,” she mumbled as she quickly indulged in another, larger bite, and I could tell the power of the cookies had her, too.

They were really outrageously good cookies, and it didn’t surprise me in the least that even an orcan warrior like Khara could appreciate them.

“This is not hideously indecent at all,” Khara admitted. “However, your description of a husband is wholly incorrect, little one. I am afraid you have a lot to learn.”

“Nope,” Abby countered. “I’m right, and you’re wrong, but I still like you anyway.”

“Yes, Abby is never incorrect,” Nika informed Khara. “She is Ken Jewell’s first-born daughter, and she is just as clever, perfect, magnificent, and powerful as her father. This is why you should listen to her. She knows many things, and she would never lie. Go on, ask her anything.”

“Very well,” Khara muttered. “What does Ken Jewell do when the bugbears come to feast? I suppose he offers his wives up first so he has time to flee, yes?”

“Nope,” Abby giggled. “Wrong again. My Daddy slaughtered the bugbear with my big brother’s help, and it’s my favorite bed-time story. First, he shot the bastard with his M17, but the ugly bugbear kept charging, and even when he had my Daddy by the throat, my Daddy didn’t give up. He stabbed the fucker in the neck with his survival knife, and as blood spurted all over the place, my Daddy rolled out of range while my big brother Sawsaw came in for the next attack.”

My eyebrows shot straight up into my hairline as I realized my little girl really was going to deliver my personal rendition of the story nearly to the word, but I tried to focus on being grateful she didn’t act it all out like I usually did for her. My lumbering bugbear impression was not something I wanted to use as proof of my superior qualities.

“So, Sawsaw hacked at the bugbear’s face repeatedly with his hatchet,” Abby continued enthusiastically, “until it was only a mushy mess with one eyeball hanging by a string, and after he finally eased up, Sawsaw leapt down in camo mode and sliced the bloody bastard’s Achilles tendon. Then he drove forward with his dagger drawn, and my big brother stabbed the bugbear right in the poop hole! So, now the bugbear was trapped at the mercy of my Daddy while he wailed in utter agony, and my Daddy ruthlessly decapitated the piece of shit with his battle axe! His mighty war cry echoed all throughout the underdark that day as a warning to all the beasts who might ever be so stupid as to test my Daddy again. And that day went down in history as the time my Daddy killed a bugbear so he could tell me the bed-time story nearly every night. Did I tell you it’s my favorite story? Cause it’s my favorite story.”

Now, Khara was looking at me with her eyebrow raised, and I could tell she was working out whether this was plausible. Aside from a few flourishes, it was completely true, though, so I tried to rein in my chuckling at Abby’s enthusiastic storytelling as I let Khara eye me up and down all she wanted. I noticed the orc woman’s gaze lingered quite a bit on my arms and chest as her cheeks darkened to a dusky blue, and I could have sworn an involuntary purring sound escaped her lips for the briefest second. Then Khara abruptly cleared her throat.

“He is clearly powerfully built, enough to do what you say,” the orc admitted, “but in the underdark, strength and weaponry do not always make a creature superior. He must also possess remarkable skill in all walks of life, a strong sense of duty, and an unrelenting ferocity when it comes to slaughtering all enemy lines. This is the only true definition of superiority I adhere to. I possess all of these qualities, of course, but what of this Daddy of yours? Do you claim as much for him in all matters, not only the bugbear incident?”

“Oh, he’s those things all the time,” Abby said, and she scrunched her eyebrows and rolled her eyes like this was totally obvious. “It would be pretty silly if he weren’t. How would Clan Jewell ever take over the entire world if my Daddy wasn’t unrelenting about our defenses, highly skilled, and completely dedicated to protecting his family at all costs? Doing whatever it takes to deliver is just the mark of a quality person, and if that means burying our enemies six feet under ‘til the day he dies, then so be it. That’s what my Daddy always says. Right, Daddy?”

Abby’s pigtails flipped around as she looked at me over her shoulder, and the know-it-all glint in her brown eyes made my heart swell with pride.

“Damn right, sweetie,” I chuckled. “Good girl.”

“So, you see,” Nika casually interjected, “it was very stupid of you to say you would not submit to having a husband like Ken Jewell. He’s so clearly the best husband any woman of any race could ever ask for. Do not worry, though, Abby is always right. If she likes you anyway despite how wrong you like to be sometimes, then I will like you too and not retract my offer. Would you like to reconsider your answer? I am sure you would.”

Khara looked like she wanted to crush Nika’s skull for a brief second, but as my goblin-wife blinked her emerald eyes and let out a teasing giggle, I saw the orc woman’s charcoal lips curl up into a smirk.

“You are a very sneaky goblin,” she informed Nika. “I am impressed, but I will not be tricked, even by you. Perhaps this husband of yours is strong, skilled, dedicated, and fierce, but--”

“Don’t forget handsome, tall, intimidating,” Nika interrupted, and as she ticked these qualities off on her jade fingertips, Khara’s red eyes began roving over me once more, “warm, scruffy, smart, tricksy, tasty, aaaand ridiculously good at making love. This last one I cannot let you dismiss. He truly gives the very best orgasms in the history of ever.”

I blushed at her brazen claim, but Khara’s gaze flicked to Nika’s with deep confusion.

“What is an orgasm?”

“Ooo!” Nika gasped as she bounced and gave a little clap. Then she swiftly slapped her hands over Abby’s ears. “It’s when Ken Jewell penetrates you and moves in such a way that your blood starts to burn, and you can’t help but shake and moan so happily. You feel like you cannot bear to be apart from him, and you just want him deeper and deeper inside of you. Then he fills you with his yummy seed, and the throbbing strength of him sends a thrilling ache into your spine as a sense of complete satisfaction just washes over every inch of you. Well, until you’re suddenly very hungry for more. Then Ken Jewell is so kind to do anything you like to give you an orgasm all over again, and he does not stop until you’re too exhausted to carry on any longer. It is the very most pleasurable thing you have ever experienced. You will love it! You will see!”

Shitter gagged loudly as he spat his half-chewed cookie out on the mossy ground, and I sent my three sons an apologetic grimace as they scrunched up their faces in disgust.

Khara looked incredibly intrigued, though. “More pleasurable than when I crush my foes’ skulls, and their warm brains and blood splatter all over my face?”

“Way more pleasurable than that,” Nika confirmed with a decisive nod.

“Well,” Khara said as she sized me up like a stallion up for auction, “your husband does sound much more enjoyable than orcan husbands are, and these orgasms you speak of are… intriguing.”

“You are sounding very smart now,” Nika said with an appreciative smile. “Go on.”

“I must admit I would like to try one for myself,” Khara continued, and then she straightened her posture and took on an all business air, “but there is much to be discussed if I were to consider an arrangement of this nature. By orcan law, no orc can take a wife for himself if he cannot defeat her in hand to hand combat. This is for the security of our race, of course. All husbands surely intend to breed with their wives, and a pregnant orc is the most violent and irrational creature in the underdark. I’m sure you already know this.”

Nika nodded without concern, but my mind suddenly started sending up a hundred red flags, and I was just considering back peddling my ass right out of this cavern when Khara continued.

“This being the case, a potential husband must prove he can survive a pregnancy without being torn to shreds by his orcan wife. If he can defeat her in hand to hand combat, this shows enough promise to allow a union to take place without risking the survival of the orcan race.”

“Wow,” Ruby muttered blankly, and I turned to find her pale and slumped against a cushy wall of mushrooms. “You’re gonna be fucking scary, then. That’s cool.”

“I mean… ” I tried as I eyed the orc woman, “it could be not cool, though. If you think about it, we do have a lot of kids to keep in mind back at the homestead, plus Torrance and his family. I just don’t want to risk anyone’s safety, you know.”

“This is a very capable thing to say,” Khara allowed. “I think I will accept your challenge.”

“Actually, that wasn’t a challenge, so much as a question,” I chuckled uneasily. “As in… should we maybe take a step back and talk more about this? Make sure everyone fully understands the implications?”

“No, I understand the orgasms,” Khara replied, and she and Nika exchanged a nod. “We can proceed.”

“Fantastic!” Nika declared. “You two have fun with your combat, and I’ll just--”

“Uhhh, Nika,” I cut in, and I cleared my throat as I gestured for a private word with my goblin-wife.

She pranced over with sheer excitement, and when I pulled her toward the far end of the cavern, she giggled several times and sent little waves to Khara over her shoulder.

“This is going so well, Ken Jewell,” Nika whispered. “Did you want me to prime you?”

“No,” I replied firmly. “I want you to seriously consider what that woman’s saying for a second. First off, she’ll be the most violent and irrational creature we’ve ever encountered when she’s pregnant. Given how much you love when I get women pregnant, that’s not a detail to overlook. Secondly, you saw her crush how many skulls in Ashgor today? Plus, she ripped that Arachne’s head right off, but now I’m supposed to go up against her by myself? Let’s be logical about this. I’ve got three beautiful wives, eight amazing children, with two more already on the way. Torrance and his family are relying on me for their safety just as much as all of you, so I can’t actually afford to die today. That’s just not convenient for any of us.”

“No, death is not convenient,” Nika agreed. “Thank goodness you will not die, Ken Jewell. That is a big relief to me.”

“Nika,” I sighed, “I am not immortal. Your love for me is staggering, and I’m humbled every day by your faith in my abilities, but that woman can absolutely crush my skull, and when she does, I will definitely die. There’s no coming back from that.”

Nika bit her deep-green lip thoughtfully, and she peeked over my shoulder to eye Khara for a moment.

“She is just as tall and strong as you,” my goblin-wife admitted, “but that means you are just as tall and strong as her, so I do not see the problem.”

“Uh-huh,” I muttered, “I can see that. How about this: we thank Khara, acknowledge she’s a hell of an orc, promise to never tell her orcan friends we saved her life, and I leave the underdark just as happy with my lot in life as I was when I entered it. Alive.”

“No, that is not a very exciting plan,” Nika pouted, “and I saw how you look at Khara, Ken Jewell. You most certainly want to give her an orgasm and then many babies. Do not deny it. Go on, look again. Isn’t she beautiful? Look at her strong legs, arms, and back. Now, imagine how beautiful she will be with a muscular stomach swollen with your baby.”

I locked my jaw and obliged my wife, but the second I eyed Khara’s flawless body in the dim glow of the crystals, my blood surged instinctively to the south.

“Goddamn it, Nika,” I growled. “Of course, I want to, but that’s not the point.”

“Yes, the point is you must fight for this orgasm, Ken Jewell, and then pour a baby into her,” Nika said, and she looked so adorably determined, it was clear she considered this our fight, as husband and wife, rather than just my own battle. “I know you can do this. You are the very best goblin king in all the world, and Khara cannot possibly resist your masculinity. Let her feel your strength pressing down on her and experience the extent of your abilities with her own body. Once she sees how dominating you can be, and how very impressive your girth is, she will not even think of crushing your skull, you will see! She will beg you to penetrate her instead, and then give her your seed, or she is a very stupid orc.”

I was still staring at the place where Nika had been long after she brushed past me to rejoin the others, and as I considered the dim, mossy wall of the cavern, I couldn’t find a single word to express how I was feeling at that moment. Not one.

My mind was a blank slate being sent up to the slaughter, but lingering below my belt was a burning reminder that my final moments would be spent wrestling a tall, gorgeous, outrageously honed, and mind-boggingly sexy brunette with unparalleled murder skills.

“Hurry up, Daddy!” Abby called, and my body temperature plummeted to an arctic degree. “I want to tell Mommy all about the brains I made explode today!”

I nodded to myself and turned around, and when I rejoined the others, I kept my hand clasped on Abby’s little shoulder as I addressed Khara.

“I can’t fight you,” I told her bluntly. “I want to, which is weird, considering it’s a very bad idea and you’d definitely kill me, but I love my kids and my wives too much to risk dying here today. I hope you understand and don’t take this personally. Were it not for that, believe me, I’d do anything in the world to win your hand, but I’m not at liberty to make that kind of agreement. I’m a father and the leader of a clan that relies on me.”

Khara raised her perfectly arched eyebrows. “You will not risk your life because you refuse to leave your family without your love and protection?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, dear,” Nika sighed, “it appears I am too correct today. Ken Jewell is truly the very best man in the world, and so he cannot fight you, Khara. You should be disappointed, but proud. You really are a very impressive orc.”

“Hold the fuck on,” Ruby interrupted, and she strained to stand.

I quickly joined my pregnant wife to help her out, and she sent me a sweet smile before she looped her arm in mine and turned to Khara.

“This is all totally uneven,” Ruby went on, “so I vote we find new terms, because I know you wanna fight Ken Jewell more than anything, right?”

“Correct,” Khara sighed. “I am very confused, and over warm, and I cannot deny I want to fight him quite badly. And yet, I hope he beats me so I may experience this orgasm the goblin speaks so highly of. It is a strange day to be an orc. I must admit.”

“Okay, then!” Ruby laughed. “It’s so easy to fix this. Dwarves don’t wrestle to the death because we’re just crazy dying out right now, but we do enjoy a good tussle now and then. We go by the three-count rule.”

“Ohh, we’ve got that rule where I come from.” I nodded. “I’m a fan of that rule.”

“What is this rule?” Khara asked with a curious tilt of her head.

“Well, first off, no death blows,” Ruby said sternly. “Hand to hand combat, scratching and biting is allowed… pretty much anything is allowed really, so long as you’re not trying to kill your opponent. If you can manage to pin your opponent down with all of this going on for a count of three, then you win.”

“Hmm,” I mused as I sized up the sexy orc. “You know… three seconds is probably all I’d need to tie her up if she was in pregnant-rampage mode.”

“Oh, I am sure you could tie her up in two seconds, Ken Jewell,” my goblin-wife fawned. “Ruby could do it in one and a half with those nimble fingers.”

“Then it’s decided,” Ruby laughed. “Three-count brawl, Ken versus Khara, no death blows. If Ken wins, Khara gets to have an orgasm and join our family.”

“And if I win?” Khara growled.

“Oh, you should definitely get an orgasm, then,” Ruby snickered. “They just feel great, and you would deserve it after wrestling with Ken.”

“Wait,” Khara said as her eyes narrowed. “That seems like--”

“Such a great idea!” Nika laughed as she clapped.

“But, I--” the orc woman began.

“Yep,” Ruby cut her off. “You are definitely getting the best part of this deal, Khara.”

“Kind of sounds like a win-win.” I shrugged.

“It is,” Nika giggled as she glanced at Khara. “See? Ken Jewell is a very gracious king, isn’t he? Always giving so much. You are a lucky orc to have this opportunity.”

“Yesssss,” Khara purred, and then she slowly grinned until her fangs glinted in the light of the crystals and the same dusky blue bloomed on her cheeks. “Leave us. Now.”

Nika didn’t waste a second before she hopped over to our sons and dragged them to their feet. Then she prodded them out of the cavern entrance while Abby gathered up her molle pack and took Ruby’s hand to help her along.

“We’ll just start making our way back to Charlie,” Nika sang over her shoulder. “Catch up when you’ve finished pleasuring Khara!” My goblin-wife was only gone for a couple seconds, though, before she suddenly popped her head back in and whispered loudly in my direction. “Oh, by the way, Ken Jewell, those little mushrooms at your back are called gildensense. If you crush them, they secrete a divinely soft oil that smells like vanilla frosting and feels oh so stimulating to the touch.”

“Nika… ” I said with a pointed look, and the beautiful goblin giggled as she disappeared into the tunnel.

I sighed and shook my head, and then I looked up to find Khara’s deep red eyes burning into mine. The hooded cast of her gaze made my heart pound heavy in my chest, and the striking hue of her gray skin in the light of the crystals made her look even more alluring than she had in the flames of the arena. The silence in the cave felt denser all of a sudden, and there was a tension coursing between us that made my palms begin to sweat.

I’d never been alone before with a woman who could rip my head off my shoulders if she wanted to, but the notion was suddenly incredibly erotic when I realized she wouldn’t do it. She wanted me to live and give her an orgasm instead, which made me wonder if she would intentionally throw the fight, or win, or… fuck who knew what was about to happen. I reconsidered the look in her blood red eyes and recalled her fierce dedication to the ways of her race.

She might actually try to kill me.

No, this was an orc who a few minutes ago had counseled me on killing her properly because it was the just protocol. So, she wouldn’t cheat, she was too honorable for that.

Which meant Nika was right. This was an orgasm I was gonna have to fight for, and holy fuck did I want to. My blood was so determined to drain from my brain to my dick that I couldn’t deny what I wanted, or the fact that I was willing to fight to the near-death for this one. Who the hell wouldn’t with a woman like Khara looking at him like that?

I just had to get my three count down by any means necessary, and the notion of biting her into submission wasn’t the kinkiest thing that came to mind. Still, I furrowed my brow and stretched my arms a bit to get my focus out of the gutter, because Khara was flexing her claws while she slowly began to prowl a circle around the cavern.

An incredibly lithe and cat like prowl that sent my thoughts spiraling into a dangerously erotic ditch all over again.

“Are you ready, Ken Jewell?” Khara purred.

I nodded as I countered her circling. “Show me what you’ve got.”

Then the woman’s charcoal lips curled into a sultry smirk before she pounced clear across the cavern with her claws outstretched, and a vicious snarl tore from her throat to rebound off every wall.
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Chapter 20

“Shhhhhit!”

Khara slammed into me and sent me crashing into the cavern wall, and the moment my head hit the rocks, the woman wrenched me to her with her claws latched in my fatigues, and I felt her skull ram into mine as my vision went black.

“Fucking hell!” I cursed, and I dropped to my knees as I blindly grabbed for Khara’s legs.

Then I held on for dear life and buckled her stance, and when she dropped with a furious growl, I quickly scrambled over to pin her down.

I knew there was no chance I could win this fast, but now that my vision was returning, I was determined not to lose it for another second. So, I desperately flattened myself out across her torso only to get her elbow planted in my spine, and as I reached to lock her legs against me, Khara bucked her hips so hard she managed to get a knee under me instead.

“Shit!” I yelped, but it was too late.

The orc-woman catapulted me over her head, and before I’d even landed, Khara was back on her feet and prowling toward me again.

Now, everything I’d been taught as a boy had instilled in me the understanding that a woman was not something a man should physically harm, ever. I’d always stood firmly by this, but I also understood Khara would legitimately pummel me into a lump of man-pulp if I didn’t go on the offensive fast, so I worked to catch my breath as I countered her circling, and with every step, I tried to talk myself into beating the shit out of her.

Which wasn’t easy, but the splitting pain in my head was helping out a bit.

“Is that all you’ve got, Ken Jewell?” Khara growled, and she snapped her fangs at me like I was about to become her next meal. “Or are all of those muscles only for show?”

“Nope,” I shot back. “Just warming up.”

“You warm up any more, and your spine won’t be functioning properly,” she replied with a haughty smirk.

I narrowed my eyes as I felt my hackles rise. I was kind of glad Khara was a shit talker because it was actually helping me war against a lifetime of strict morals. I nodded to myself as my irritation heightened, and when Khara chuckled indignantly, the flames in my chest surged as I finally lunged.

This time, I didn’t hesitate. When Khara clawed out, I quickly snatched her wrist, ducked, and locked her thigh in my arm. Then I forced her up into a fireman’s carry, and before her free hand could claw my cheek, I threw her off me to send her flying into the cavern wall.

Khara roared in fury as she struck the stonework and crumpled to the ground, but she recovered in only a few seconds, and when she lurched forward again, her claws quickly locked around my throat. Then she wrenched me off balance to send my face right into the wall I’d thrown her against.

I blocked the collision with my forearms just in time to spare myself a broken nose, and I dropped to my knees before her fist could connect with the back of my head.

Khara snarled as her right hook connected with the stonework instead, and I took advantage of the split-second stall and locked both of the orc’s legs against my chest again. Then I forced my shoulders into her, and the woman tipped off balance and came dropping hard to the ground.

This time, her head slammed into the mossy floor with a loud thunk.

My first instinct was to ask if she was okay, but before I even opened my mouth, a firm fist clocked me across the jaw, and I promptly released the woman to scramble out of range until I could get a better angle on her.

I definitely needed a better idea of her tactics before I tried pinning her again. Khara’s reflexes would get my brain stem disconnected if I wasn’t careful, but I wasn’t out of ideas yet. I just hoped she remembered the skull-crushing caveat we’d agreed on, because as of right now, she looked ten thousand percent caught up in the heat of combat.

Khara’s red orbs burned when our eyes locked, and she slowly rose with heaving breaths and her fingers curled for another vicious swipe. Every muscle in her body rippled in the crystal light, and I recognized her predatory stance from the flaming arena where I’d first witnessed the extent of her abilities.

I grinned at the deadly glint flashing in her red eyes, and Khara’s entire face flushed a deep blue as she bared her teeth and growled.

“You’re pretty when you’re furious,” I informed the vicious woman, “but I bet you get that all the time, yeah?”

Just as I’d expected, Khara immediately looked confused by the flattery. None of these crazy hot monster chicks seemed to know how to take a compliment. So, while Khara’s expression shifted into a furrowed brow, I quickly twisted into a sidekick to plant my boot hard against her chiseled abs.

Khara heaved as the air was knocked out of her, and while she stumbled a few paces back, I snatched her wrist once more and flipped her around to get her in an arm lock.

The woman hissed and drove her heel down hard on my boot, but the steel toes kept her maneuver from delivering the blow she expected, and it gave me enough time to shift, get my arms under hers, and finally trap her in a full nelson.

“Gotcha,” I growled in Khara’s ear as I forced her head forward with my palms.

“Do you, though?” she chuckled.

Then I felt her claws latch into my hair.

“No fucking wa--”

But yes fucking way, apparently.

Because with one throaty grunt, Khara lifted me straight off the ground by my hair roots to pull me over her head and drop me flat on my back at her feet like she was the sexy, orcan Undertaker.

My lungs and gut seized with pain as I coughed heartily, and when I opened my eyes, Khara was already dropping down to lock her knees around my head, and then she crushed my hips against the ground with her hands.

The view from this angle crippled me more than the hold, but as I reached the count of two, I knew I had to somehow resist the urge to remain where I was. I had an orgasm to get to, and a thin bit of cloth tucked against a vagina only seven inches away from my face wasn’t going to cut it. So, I grabbed her firmly by the ass and rolled instead.

I managed to get Khara pinned in the exact opposite rendition of the hold, except my head was still clutched between her thighs, and this was the problem. The second I got her flipped, Khara locked her legs around my neck, and I found my face smooshed flush against that thin bit of cloth I’d been admiring only seconds before. I could feel the woman clawing at my ass to free her head, and as her fangs started scraping against my thigh, I realized there was only one way out of this seriously violent sixty-nine.

So, I took a muffled breath and silently prayed for forgiveness before I bit down hard on the mound between Khara’s legs.

I nearly lost my teeth, too, because she bucked so wildly my head tried to come off my shoulders. The bite got her to finally release her hold on my neck, though, and I gasped for air as I quickly rolled off the woman in the hopes of avoiding her fangs.

I didn’t even have time to process the low blow I just delivered before Khara was barreling into me with her shoulder, and we grappled across the mossy floor for several rolls before I managed to kick her off me. She’d already dug her teeth in my hand, though, and I kneaded my tender, bloody palm as I regrouped and braced myself once more.

The woman looked fiendish with her fangs now bloody from the bite, and her red eyes flashed hungrily like a predator coming in for the kill. She rose to her feet as her growls became ominously low, and I instinctively backed away as I tried to gauge her next maneuver.

I couldn’t ignore how feverish I suddenly felt as sweat poured down the side of my face, though. Not just from the exertion of fighting Khara, but from how ridiculously turned on I was. I swiped the sweat from my eyes as I fought to catch my breath, and the mixture of pain combined with the heat building in my loins made my vision start to tunnel. Khara was the only thing I could see, and I felt a familiar surge of adrenaline in my veins. It was an aching, hungry force that quieted every thought in my mind, and I had the overwhelming sense I would win this fight.

I had to, because the look in Khara’s eyes drew me to her like a wrecking ball swinging toward a building.

And I was going to demolish her and then make her mine.

So, I charged forward, caught her around the waist, and then I kept on driving her back until her body slammed against the wall with the full force of my strength. Both of us crumpled to the ground with her hips still locked in my hold, but as I struggled to keep her in place, a strange smell derailed my focus.

It was the sweet scent of vanilla cupcakes, and it seemed to be wafting all around us.

“What the… ” I muttered, but then I felt oil slipping between my fingertips where I held Khara by the hips, and I glanced sideways to see I’d accidentally slammed her straight into the cluster of gildensense mushrooms Nika had pointed out before she left.

That was my last thought before her claws caught on my fatigues, and my jacket was wrenched straight over my head. Khara didn’t stop her clawing there, though. She grabbed at my under shirt next, and the fabric tore apart like a Kleenex in the woman’s iron grip.

I finally released her before her next swipe could tear into my back, and I rose up to my knees to find I was now bare chested, but then Khara sat up and buried her fangs into my right pectoral.

“Goddamn it!” I growled as I ripped myself free of her bite and tried to scramble away, but Khara crawled like a jungle cat across the moss and caught my ankle to drag me back to her.

She almost managed to pin me beneath her this time, but the oil on her hands made it too difficult, and while she growled impatiently and tried to get a firm hold, I reached around her back to grab the strap of her scaly bikini.

With one firm tug, I tore the woman off me by her bikini, and as she tumbled away, her bobbing breasts jostled freely with two taut charcoal nipples gleaming in the crystal light.

Now, we were both oily all over and topless, and my skin was oddly warm everywhere I glistened. The oil seemed to be heating me up almost as much as my libido was, and as I eyed Khara’s heavy breasts and the buds of her aroused nipples, that same surge of adrenaline trickled down my arms and coursed through my torso.

Khara’s breaths grated fiercely as she crouched and prepared to pounce, and this time, I let her get to me.

The woman came down on me in a wash of vanilla cupcakes, and as she crushed my face between the moss and her oily breasts, I found myself grinning despite the stabbing pain in my back. Then I took a light bite at the supple meat pressed against my face, and when Khara squirmed to pull away, I locked her ass in my palms, rolled, and pinned her between my thighs.

Khara tore at me and kicked with all her might, but neither of us could get a firm grip now. The oil of the gildensense was everywhere, and I chuckled merrily as we rolled, kicked, choked, and clawed each other any chance we got. We must have hit every wall in the damn cavern before I finally managed to break away and get back on my feet, and the second she stumbled to right herself, I locked the woman in a reverse neck hold.

Now, she was wrenched backward with her slick breasts thrust up for my own enjoyment, and I didn’t know if it was the smell of vanilla cupcakes coming from her, or the heaving of her chest, but I couldn’t resist flicking my tongue across her perked nipples while I kept her in my punishing hold.

Khara squirmed and growled, but the hint of a moan mingled somewhere below the threatening sound, and just as I pulled her nipple into my mouth to suckle at her, I felt her whole-body tense.

Then her knee connected with the side of my face, and both of us collapsed.

I was flattened on top of her, though, and as she rolled onto her stomach to try and crawl free, I shifted and pinned her ass-up against the ground. Then I grabbed one of her wrists and pulled it back into an armlock as I crushed her beneath me.

Her breaths were ragged now, and her snarls came in waves with every attempt to free herself, but before I could count to three, the woman bucked once more, and the power of her honed thighs sent me back just enough for her to flip over.

I stubbornly kept hold of her wrist, though, and as she seethed and struggled, I forced her kicks back with my shoulder. Then I finally got a hold of her other wrist, and I pinned her arms above her head as I thrust down with my hips to keep her in place.

With our faces only inches apart, I could see Khara’s pupils were so dilated there was hardly any red left, and as her breasts swelled against my oily chest, I felt the tension in her body ease the tiniest bit. My erection was pressed firmly between her splayed legs while she kept them braced against my shoulders, and as I slowly counted in my head, I forced my hips down harder and held her fiery gaze.

Then I grinned.

“Three,” I growled just before I caught her lips with mine.

The second Khara kissed me back, I released her wrists, and her fingers wove through my hair, but she wasn’t trying to tear my roots out this time. She pulled me against her and slipped her tongue between my lips, and as I let her get a full taste, the woman began to writhe against me.

The heated oil on our skin slipped like silk as she rolled and let her nipples tease me, and when her legs slowly spread themselves open for me, I reached down and wrenched my belt open.

I didn’t hesitate or say a thing before I pulled my cock free, and Khara didn’t growl or bite me as I ripped her thong off and threw it aside. When I slid into her a second later, I found her slick from more than just the oil, and I was mid-groan when searing pain suddenly shot through me.

Khara bit down hard as she arched her back in pleasure, and not only did her fangs puncture the tender flesh of my lower lip, but her claws ripped down my neck and shoulder blades like razors.

“Fuuuck!” I growled against her lips, but the woman didn’t release her hold. She locked me against her and drove her hips into mine, and I couldn’t resist meeting her thrust for thrust despite the lashing my back was taking.

There was no way I could hold out for long in this position, though. Khara was as savage in lust as she was in combat, and despite how irresistibly tight she was, I was torn between the urge to bury my dick in her and scream in pain.

So, I opted for a middle ground. With a final thrust, I sent the woman’s head back as she let out a low growl, and with my lips finally free, I quickly pulled out and grabbed for her arm again.

Khara’s red eyes flashed as they met mine, and I felt my heart seize when her venomous look landed on my raging erection next, which was definitely within reach of those claws.

“I wasn’t done with you,” she hissed, but before she could lash out, I flipped her over, grabbed her shoulders, and forced her up onto her knees. Then I shoved her forward and pinned her like this against the cave wall.

“Neither was I,” I growled into her ear, and I drove my full length into her again.

“Arrrrrgggghhh,” the woman snarled as she pushed her hips back into me so my cock drove deeper into her tunnel.

I could tell by her breathing she was more than pleased now that I was back inside of her, though, and without her tearing me to shreds, I could focus more on fucking her as hard as she clearly needed. Every growl egged me on as I braced her hips in my palms, and she clawed at the rocks to leave blazing white rivets behind. She was so incredibly strong it took all of my strength to keep my place as she desperately bucked for more, and the silky oil between us made her skin as hot as flames while I kept her flush against me.

“Ohhhhhhh!” Khara gasped and clutched the rock face with her claws, and her walls clenched my dick so hard I knew she must be nearing her climax.

A chunk of rock crushed into pebbles in her grip, and her growls were starting to mingle with a deep and velvety moan. Then a strange vibration coursed through my dick from deep in her center as she started to purr as well, and when her breathing turned into eager panting, I reached up, wrenched the woman’s thick hair aside, and locked my teeth in the back of her neck.

“Arrrgghhhehhahhheeeeohhhhhhhhh!”

The sound Khara made as she climaxed was like nothing I’d ever heard, and it could only be described as a tiger’s roar slowly changing into a kitten’s purr. The sound of her ecstasy, and the feeling of her body clenching around my cock and vibrating against me, pushed me over the edge, and I knew that I was past the point of no return.

“I’m going to fill you with my seed, and you are going to love it,” I groaned into her ear as I buried my full girth deep in her taut center.

“Yessssssss.” The woman spasmed and reached back to dig her claws into my ass cheek to lock me in my place deep inside of her, and I emptied what felt like gallons of seed into her incredibly tight tunnel.

Pain and pleasure shot up my spine as I cried out between my clenched teeth, and Khara’s purrs turned into desperate whimpers as I filled her. Then I felt her every muscle begin to go limp, and I unlatched my teeth from her flesh as I slid my hands to her belly. I caressed her oily abs, hips, and the tuck of her waist before I made my way to her breasts, and while I started leaving soft kisses along her neck, the woman melted against me.

Suddenly, she wasn’t a ferocious orcan warrior, she was supple and completely at my disposal as I massaged my palms across her nipples. Then I let one of my hands slowly slide down her flawless curves to the soft mound between her thighs, and I gently pushed my cock deeper as I began tracing circles around her clit. My seed gushed out of her in warm streams, and I growled as my dick throbbed.

“Sorry for biting you here,” I murmured against her ear, and Khara began to purr once more. “I promise there are many things my mouth can do to make it up to you when we get home.”

“Home?” she sighed.

“That’s right,” I chuckled and tweaked her nipple. “If you think you could submit to being my wife.”

“Would you do this to me again?” Khara turned her head toward me, and she moaned softly against my lips. “This orgasm thing?”

“Yes,” I said. “Every day. Well, I have three other wives, but they are fine sharing me.”

“I really enjoyed it.”

“I know.”

“Then I will be your wife, Ken Jewell,” Khara sighed contentedly. “You beat me in a fair battle, you gave me this orgasm, and now my womb is filled with your warm seed. I am happy, and for once, I am happy to be in a man’s arms instead of happy because I killed something. It is a strange feeling, but I would like to get used to it.”

“I’m happy, too.” I left a kiss on the woman’s charcoal lips, and we both let out a gasp of sweet agony as I pulled out of her tunnel.

More of my cum dripped down Khara’s muscular thighs, and she was a bit wobbly on her feet when I pulled her up and turned her around to face me. Her red eyes were hooded as she gazed deep into mine, and as she slid her hands around my waist, I felt her claws trailing lightly across my skin.

“You fought admirably, Ken Jewell,” Khara purred, “and you have proven you can survive being my mate. I look forward to letting you penetrate me for the rest of my life and experiencing these orgasms frequently. Although, I believe your goblin wife undersold the entire thing. It’s infinitely more pleasurable than I even imagined.”

I grinned. “Well, there’s plenty more where that came from. If you don’t mind taking it a bit easy with those claws of yours, I’d be glad to give you multiple orgasms every time.”

“I’ll try,” Khara replied with a smirk, “but ‘taking it easy’ does not come naturally to orcs.”

“That’s alright, too,” I said with a shrug. “I’m not against fighting you for it, either, but we’re gonna have to harvest some of these mushrooms sometime. Nika was right about this oil.”

“And right about you,” Khara admitted. “Is she always so insistently correct?”

“Yes, that’s one of her best qualities.”

Khara and I were chuckling as I fastened my belt and began to search for our clothes amongst the trampled moss. My shirt was completely in tatters along with her bikini top, but I offered her my fatigue jacket to wear for now. It suited the warrior woman well, and the scaly thong combo convinced me the US Army definitely needed to rethink their uniform regulations.

Khara kept the jacket unbuttoned as she tousled her thick brown hair and brushed a few drops of blood from her chin, and I admired the oily glint of her cleavage and washboard abs as I pulled my molle pack on. Then I offered her my arm and motioned for the cave entrance, and Khara was blushing a deep blue as she came to my side and let me lead her into the tunnel.

“How far is your lair from here, Ken Jewell?” she asked, and her voice sounded dreamy and content.

“We’ll probably be home within the hour,” I guessed. “As soon as we get to the surface, it’s just a thirty-minute cart ride from the underdark.”

Khara halted, and her firm hold on my arm brought me to a stiff stop as well.

“The surface?”

“Yeah,” I replied. “I live on the surface world, but don’t worry. You’ll be just fine up there with me. I have a power that will protect you from the heat of the suns.”

Khara abruptly released my arm and stared me down with a stern gaze, but I took her hand instead and clasped it in both of mine.

“Do you trust me?” I asked, but then I snorted. “Or I guess I should say, do you trust Nika? Because you can ask her if you want, but I can already tell you she’ll insist it’s true, and she’ll be correct.”

Now, Khara’s expression softened as she rolled her eyes, and I could tell both Nika and I had made a suitable impression on her already.

“Alright, Ken Jewell,” the orc-woman said as a smile curled at the corners of her lips. “Let us see what this sneaky goblin of yours has to say about it.”

I led Khara through the underdark with her oily hand clasped in mine, and I couldn’t help but notice a very low purring sound coming from her chest. It was barely louder than our footsteps, but every time I glanced over, the sound grew slightly louder, and even in the dim glow of the crystals, I could tell her cheeks were still tinged a dusky blue.

I could hardly believe the same fierce woman I’d watched tear the head off an Alpha Arachne was now my wife, but I had the battle scars to prove I’d definitely earned this one. Every claw mark, bite, and bruise was completely worth it, and the strange sound of Khara’s growls fading into lusty moans still echoed in the back of my mind all the way to the surface world.

When the light of the suns shone ahead at the entrance, I could see Nika’s silhouette waiting for us, and her happy bouncing even made Khara chuckle.

“Oh, Ken Jewell, is there nothing you cannot accomplish?” Nika sighed happily as she bounded over and took both of our free hands in hers. Then her eyes popped wide as she looked down. “And you took my advice about the gildensense! Khara, you are becoming more and more smart by the moment, I am so proud of you for not being a stupid orc. But tell me, how did you like your orgasm?”

“It was not hideously indecent,” Khara informed Nika solemnly, “however, I believe you undersold it. Next time, you should mention the heat coursing from the spine across the skull, as well as the way the throat closes itself and the legs go numb. I felt vastly incapacitated and entirely at the mercy of Ken Jewell. It was incredible. Thank you for insisting on my behalf.”

“I insisted on everyone’s behalf,” Nika giggled shamelessly. “Now, you will have a wonderfully fulfilling life with Ken Jewell and our clan, and your orc babies will help us all rise above the strong and destroy the weak, so this world may know the true power of our great king and cower in our wake.”

“This is a respectable endeavor,” Khara said with a nod. “Only do not forget we must also use the force of our collective strength to instill fear in every creature of the underdark so we might gain full reign there as well. Complete control should always be the ultimate goal.”

“Okay!” Nika agreed as she sent me a glittering smile. “We’ll do that, too, right, Ken Jewell?”

“Sure,” I chuckled, “but first, let’s get Khara home and introduce her to the clan. Nika, would you like to explain to her about the suns? She values your input.”

My goblin-wife’s eyes went wide as her smile became deliriously excited, and she slipped between us to weave her arm in Khara’s as she pulled her close like they’d been friends for years rather than minutes.

“Khara, do you like to be hot and horny?”

“Yes.”

“Then this surface world is just the place for you!” Nika assured her. “Now, do not be scared at all, Ken Jewell would never let you burn alive. I know this all might be overwhelming, but if you take very little steps with your very long legs, you will be less intimidated.”

Khara looked over Nika’s head to send me an amused smirk.

“This all sounds very sneaky, Nika,” Khara said, and I caught the slightest hint of a teasing glint in her red eyes.

“But it would be a sloppy sneak,” Nika pointed out. “Much too obvious, don’t you think? Goblin tricks an orc into dying a fiery death, bleck!”

Khara considered this for half a second before she boldly strolled right out into the sunlight with Nika, and I trailed after the pair of them as I waited curiously to see her reaction. When I joined them at their sides, Nika looked like a queen proudly surveying her grounds, and Khara scanned the rolling fields for a long, silent moment.

Then the orc-woman blinked her blood red eyes, and after taking a deep breath of fresh air, she gave a curt nod.

“This is bright,” she said matter-of-factly. “I am also hot, and I am likely to become horny if I think about Ken. However, I do not understand why I am alive.”

“It’s because Ken Jewell’s love for you is magical!” Nika squealed with delight and squeezed Khara’s arm. “Couldn’t you feel it when he penetrated you? Magically firm, huge, and pulsing deliciously just for you? Then, when his seed filled you, didn’t it feel warm and gooey between your legs? Didn’t it spread through your body delightfully and fill your womb with the same warmth that the sun now blesses upon your shoulders? Don’t you feel like you want to be with him forever and give him beautiful and savage children to make him proud?”

Khara blushed immediately, and when our eyes met, the fierce woman couldn’t contain her smile. Her fangs glinted stark white in the light of day, and her brow seemed to shimmer with a few dewy beads of sweat.

“I cannot deny I did feel a certain… bond,” she admitted as she coyly looked away.

“That is a very orc way of saying you would like more orgasms, more of his seed, and to have his babies,” Nika teased.

The two women laughed as Nika nudged Khara playfully, but as much as I enjoyed the sight of my two beautiful wives already becoming so close, something else caught my attention just ahead of us.

In the middle of the nearest field, Sawsaw paced anxiously all by himself, and he had his hands shoved in his pockets as he scowled at the ground. He looked tense and deep in thought, and I grinned when I realized he held his shoulders in the same hunch as me when he was brooding.

Then he flipped around to wear a new path in the grass, and when he noticed me standing near the entrance, he froze on the spot. So, I waved high above my head to bring him over, and my son broke into an all-out sprint toward me.

“Woah,” I mumbled, and it didn’t look at all like he was planning to slow down.

“Yes, he has been inconsolable, Ken Jewell,” Nika sighed. “Our son was determined we should come find you because ‘no da left behind,’ and all of that. I tried to tell him combat with an orc is a very tricky business, and that we should not rush you while you work, but he absolutely--”

Nika gasped and hopped back as Sawsaw barreled into me, and the air rushed out of my lungs as he hugged my arms against my sides like I was a human toothpick.

“Hey, buddy,” I wheezed, but his hold was unbelievably strong, so I couldn’t say much more than this.

“Da,” Sawsaw growled against my chest. “No combat. No combat ever.”

I let out a breathless chuckle as I wriggled free of my son’s hold, and I held him by the shoulders to look him square in the eyes.

“Don’t worry, buddy,” I told him. “I’m right here, healthy and whole. See?”

Sawsaw looked me all over and prodded me with his hatchet to turn me around for good measure, but when he saw the bloody state of my back and the bite on my hand, he turned a furious glare toward Khara.

“Bad orc,” he growled. “No combat.”

Khara arched her perfect brow, but I was pleased to see she didn’t growl back.

“Very well,” the orc-woman said coolly. “You appear to be a good and loyal goblin, and I enjoy your mother and father exceedingly. So, I will respect your wishes. No combat… unless Ken Jewell instigates.”

“Ohh, I’ll definitely be instigating,” I muttered as I eyed the oily cleavage peeking out beneath my fatigues.

Sawsaw harrumphed and stalked off toward Charlie like he’d just washed his green hands of us, and we all chuckled and made to follow after him. Canigo and Shitter were playing in the shade with what looked like a dead bird, and they jumped to attention when Sawsaw came by and ordered them into the cart. Then he climbed onto the driver’s bench and crossed his arms with a grumpy grunt.

Abby and Ruby waved happily from where they sat in the back of the cart, and Ruby had a fistful of cookies with another one poised between her teeth as she sent me a cheeky grin. Nika must have been busy while I battled Khara, too, because the little dwarf was now sporting a non-pukey and very tiny tube top woven from hundreds of blades of grass.

“Fucking finally,” Ruby groaned behind her cookie. “It’s taking all of my willpower not to eat the last of these cookies, but Abby wanted to save some for Khara to celebrate that she didn’t accidentally crush Ken Jewell’s skull.”

“This is considerate of you,” Khara said with a nod. “I enjoyed the pink cookie and will have more now.”

The orc-woman climbed into the cart and sat beside Ruby, and as Abby giggled and crawled over to join the pair, Ruby relinquished a few sugar cookies.

“So, how was the orgasm?” the petite woman asked, but I cleared my throat loudly before Khara could respond.

“Maybe we could discuss things like this without my kids all sitting within ear shot,” I suggested, and the two women glanced at my dimpled daughter sitting right next to them with her honey blonde pigtails.

Then Sawsaw cleared his throat exactly like I did and sent Khara a pointed look from his place on the bench.

“This is also considerate,” Khara decided. “We will discuss orgasms another time. Angry goblin boy, would a cookie suffice to establish a peace treaty between us?”

Sawsaw’s scowl deepened, but he held his arm back without sparing another glance, and once Khara placed a heart-shaped cookie in his palm, he shoved the whole thing into his mouth and chewed in stony silence.

“Look at us all getting along so well!” Nika squealed, and she hopped up to shimmy herself into a spot between Sawsaw and me. “Ken Jewell, your penis is breaking racial barriers that have been in place for thousands of years. This is a very good quality in a goblin king, and I am so grateful that you are my husband!”
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Chapter 21

Abby climbed up to stand on the driver’s bench the moment we rode across the drawbridge and entered the homestead, and as I reined in Charlie, Calliope pranced out of the house with my four youngest goblin sons toddling behind her.

“You have returned!” Calli gasped. “I am so very, very relieved, Ken Jewell. I killed all of our turkeys and cooked a fifteen-course meal, since I was so nervous.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but then my siren wife twisted around to call out over her shoulder.

“Matilda, come quick!” she sang. “Ken Jewell is alive and looking very handsome, shirtless, shiny, and powerful!”

“Shirtless?” The sound of Matilda crashing to the ground along with a few chairs echoed from the house, and she tripped onto the porch with a gaping mouth and flour smattered all over her apron. Her cheeks burned a brilliant pink as she gawked at my shirtless form, but I was more distracted by the fact that she looked different somehow.

Then I recognized Calli’s signature braids, and I realized the two women must have had a nice time together after all. Matilda’s soft brown hair was coiled into an elaborate up-do with little pale blue flowers and braids all over the place, and together with that blush on her cheeks and her striking gray-blue eyes, she kind of reminded me of my prom date from high school. Aside from the farmer’s dress and apron, anyways.

“Matilda, you’re just in time!” Abby giggled. “I’m making a very important announcement, are you ready?”

“Okay!” Matilda panted as she gawked at every muscle on my torso. “Let’s see it. I mean hear it!”

“Come one! Come all!” Abby cried, and I snorted as she raised her arms up like Nika. “Come and join the royal celebration of Clan Jewell’s victory over the dreaded and smelly goblins of Ashgorheckamoofta! Together, we have defeated our foes, slain Nika’s dad, and possibly found a huge city to give to Ruby as a present some time! And none of this could have happened without the help of our new dear friend-wife, the Great Kharazoodenhilfy!”

“Kharazugelphi,” my orc-wife corrected.

“Kharazugadelphin!”

“Gelphi,” Khara tried again.

Abby sighed and looked over her shoulder. “I like Khara more, okay?”

“Khara is perfectly fine,” the orc allowed.

“The Great Khara! Most superior of all orcs and lucky wife number four of my very impressive Daddy!”

Calli gasped with delight and applauded wildly as she sent the orc-woman a dazzling smile, and then she trotted over to offer Khara her hand in climbing down from the cart. Once the two were standing side by side, Calli’s lips puckered into an “O” shape, and she looked the warrior woman up and down in awe.

“Goodness, you are very tall,” she informed Khara.

“I am very tall,” Khara agreed.

“And you have such nice muscles!” Calli tittered.

“Yes.” Khara nodded. “I am big and strong. These are only some of my superior qualities that make me an ideal mate for Ken Jewell.”

“That’s wonderful!” Calli sang, but Matilda let out a noise that sounded like a mouse being slowly squeezed to death.

“Oh, this is Matilda, by the way,” I told my orc wife as I gestured to the brown-haired young lady. “She’s the one who made the sugar cookies.”

“I like your cookies, small girl!” Khara bellowed. “I’m afraid we ate every last one. Perhaps you should begin making more.”

Matilda looked like she’d prefer to shove her head in the oven rather than a batch of cookies, and she stumbled blindly down the steps without responding. Then she turned toward the fields and wandered off like a prom-zombie in a frumpy dress.

“I can see that you have many ideal qualities,” Calli continued with a smile. “I am so pleased to see Ken Jewell has brought a new big breasted friend for us! Our little family is growing so quickly, and you will be a very deadly addition to our forces. I once saw an orc tear the face off a wendigo in one swipe. It was both terrifying and impressive.”

“Yes, that is an elementary maneuver we teach our spawn in their first month of life,” Khara chuckled. “You may join us for the lesson once I birth Ken Jewell’s child, if you like.”

“Ooo! Are you pregnant, too?” Calli asked, and she immediately parted my fatigue jacket to rub Khara’s oily belly. “If you are, you are the softest pregnant woman I have ever met.”

“I am pregnant and soft,” Khara confirmed with a nod. “I’ve already lost two claws on the way over here, so I would say the pregnancy is going well. We can expect my first spawn in three months’ time.”

“Wait, what?” I said as I dragged my eyes away from Khara’s cleavage for the fifth time. “You’re really pregnant? You’re sure?”

“Of course,” Khara scoffed. “You penetrated me very deeply, Ken Jewell, and the amount of semen you deposited in my womb would be enough to get four-hundred orc-women pregnant. You are powerfully virile, so I am not surprised that I am already with spawn.”

I cleared my throat and glanced around to be sure my kids were out of ear shot, but Nika clapped her heart out before she threw her arms around my neck.

“A baby orc to bless our fortress with remorseless violence and bloodthirst,” Nika declared. “Ken Jewell, your baby making accomplishments are ever-expanding! What a happy day for Clan Jewell!”

“Well, damn,” I laughed as I admired the glint of pride in Khara’s red eyes. “Are you feeling alright? Are you nauseous?”

“Nausea is a weakness we orcs do not allow in ourselves,” Khara said with a shrug, but she dropped a heavy hand on Ruby’s little shoulder. “Do not worry, dwarf, I will not judge you. Your body is alarmingly tiny, so it is to be expected that you vomit like it is your duty in this life. If ever you need a superior being to hold your hair back while you projectile puke, please do not hesitate to ask.”

“Thanks,” Ruby chuckled. “You’re so lucky you won’t be a puke factory.”

“No, but I will be violent, irrational, and severely unpredictable for the next three months,” Khara announced. “I will require four hunts a day, minimum, and we should devise a means of restraining me as soon as possible. I’d like to avoid any of the members of Clan Jewell accidentally becoming my prey, particularly the small girl. I mean no disrespect, but she is the very image of easy pickings for an orc.”

“Shit,” I muttered, and I glanced around to find Matilda. Then I saw her off in the distance.

She was standing as still as a fence post in the middle of my westernmost field while her father worked his hoe not far away, and as she slowly raised her arms out to each side, she let herself drop straight back and disappear amongst the swaying grass.

I sighed and shook my head, but Khara seemed to have noticed the little scene as well.

“Perhaps we do not have to worry,” she mused. “It appears your small girl has just dropped dead in the field. Shall I harvest her meat for the feast?”

“No, she’s not dead,” I muttered. “She just needs some time to process.”

“Processing information should take no more than seventeen seconds, Ken Jewell,” Khara informed me. “Is she the weakling of your clan?”

“Don’t worry about Matilda,” I chuckled, “Torrance says she’s got a lot of useful and admirable qualities, so she’ll buck up soon. Look, he’s already heading over to get her. Still, I’m definitely gonna work on those restraints ASAP. It’d be kind of disrespectful if you ate Matilda.”

“Is she a wife of yours as well?”

“No,” I replied at once.

“Aww, why not?” Calli asked with a pout. “She’s so clever with her cookies, and her hair is oh so soft.”

“And don’t let the frumpy dress fool you,” Ruby mumbled. “Those tits and hips are--”

“Let’s move on,” I interrupted. “It’s not important how big her tits are because she’s seventeen, and that’s not an age I’m interested in wedding, alright? Alright.”

Calli’s blue eyes narrowed, and a curious grin came to her face as she exchanged a glance with Nika. Then my siren wife leaned close while she eyed Matilda being dragged to her feet by her father.

“Is seventeen a very lethal age for a human girl? Are they wholly unbridled?”

“We can talk about it later,” I snickered, but as I turned toward the house, Calli’s intrigue only appeared to be heightened by Matilda, and she stood there watching Torrance and his daughter.

The rest of us headed into the house, and Abby was busy setting the table while she babbled on and on to explain to her four youngest goblin brothers about the siege on Ashgor. It sounded like the little siren had done just about all of the hard work from her telling of it, but I didn’t bother correcting the details. She was glowing with pride while her brothers looked up in awe of their sister, and when Sawsaw joined us after settling Charlie in his stall, he grinned and nudged my arm.

“Abby did good,” he said. “Abby kills.”

“Yeah, she did great,” I chuckled. “What do you think? Should we add her to our official underdark roster?”

“Sawsaw,” he said with a decisive nod.

“What about Shitter and Canigo?” I asked. “They did pretty damn well down there.”

Sawsaw furrowed his brow. “Canigo cheated. Da slays the king, not gob.”

“Eh, it’s fine,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t mind letting your troops do the dirty work. I know it’s your favorite part of the job.”

“Then Canigo can go,” Sawsaw decided. “Shitter, too. Shitter’s fierce.”

“They’re growing up so damn fast, aren’t they?” I sighed. “Soon, your entire squadron will be up to specs. You excited?”

Sawsaw shrugged. “Shitter needs gobs.”

“You really think he’s ready for that kind of responsibility?”

“Sawsaw,” he assured me. “Shitter has sheep.”

“If you say so.” I nodded. “We can start training Shitter to become a squadron leader this week, but he only gets sheep when we’re going out on a mission. None of this daily slaughter business. It’s time that boy learned some restraint. You certainly did.”

Sawsaw puffed out his broad chest, and I chuckled as I clapped my son on the shoulder and offered him his seat at the table. Then I joined him as Nika slid a frothing mug of ale my way, and Khara sat opposite of me with the fatigue jacket generously parted just above her plate.

“Ahh, you are alive, small girl,” Khara said as she glanced over my shoulder. “You should be wary of leaving your body strewn in fields without your weapons present. This is a very good way to get eaten. Particularly in the next three months.”

I hopped up as I realized Matilda and Torrance looked extremely caught off guard, and I casually steered the young woman to the other end of the table. Then I tucked her beside Sawsaw so she wouldn’t be in the orc’s line of sight, just in case Khara was already feeling unpredictably violent.

“There we go,” I muttered. “This is your official seat, Matilda. Let’s just make sure you always sit right there, alright?”

Matilda blushed and batted her eyelashes when I touched her, and then she cleared her throat with a shy cough. “Alright, Ken, if you say so. I’ll sit right here, and I won’t ever sit anywhere else for the rest of my life.”

“Sounds good,” I chuckled, and I came over to welcome Torrance in for supper. “Torrance, I wanted to introduce you to my new wife, Khara. She’s, uhh… she’s an orc, and she was incredibly brave and resourceful in helping us destroy the goblin army today. Khara, this is my dear friend Torrance. He’s a human.”

“Nice to meet you, ma’am.” Torrance nodded, and I could tell Matilda must have filled him in a bit, because he didn’t look as shocked as I expected. He did look speechless, though, and his weathered cheeks blushed deeply as he realized Khara’s nipples were only inches from showing.

“Nice to meet you as well, human man,” Khara grunted as she gave him a stoic nod. “If my husband allows you to sit at his feasting table, then you must be a great warrior. I am looking forward to testing my mettle against you.”

“Uhhh, Torrance deals mostly with the back-end stuff like tending to the farm and the livestock,” I explained.

“Ahhh,” Khara growled as she smiled at my friend. “The quartermaster is a very important and honorable role in an army! Every fighting force needs food and water so they can maintain their strength and destroy their enemies. It is no wonder you join us at the feasting table, then. Well met, Torrance.”

“Uhhh, thank you, ma’am,” Torrance said, and his shoulders seemed to relax a bit more once he realized Khara seemed to like him.

“So, how about some ale, friend?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Torrance managed, “ale is good. Uhh… it’s good to hear that bit of a pickle with the goblins is over, too, Ken. You sure do handle a thing when you set your mind to it.”

“Anything for the family, right?” I chuckled, and Torrance was relaxing once more as I helped him to his seat beside Nika. “Say, where are the boys?”

“Oh, they’re--”

Markus and Maximus suddenly came crashing into the house and panting like a pair of wild dogs, and they gaped at the sight of Khara.

“Well, I’ll be,” Markus gasped with obvious delight. “He really done it! He got himself another killin’ wife!”

“We didn’t hardly believe it when we heard Matilda carrying on,” Maximus informed me as he removed his hat, “but I shoulda known. You’re just about the best man I ever met when it comes to getting pretty wives.”

“Scary wives,” Markus corrected as he smiled adoringly at Khara. “Howdy, miss.”

“Hello, small human boy,” Khara replied with a sultry smirk. “You should endeavor to be taller, this would make you more impressive and better in combat.”

“Oh, I’ll sure do that, miss,” Maximus assured her as his ears turned pink. “I’ll be the tallest man you ever saw if you like.”

“Boys, you quit your fawning and sit down for supper,” Torrance scolded. “Ain’t good manners to ogle another man’s monster--I-I mean wife. P-Pardon me.”

Calli giggled happily as she took her seat at the head of the table with Matilda beside her, and she squeezed the girl’s arm affectionately. Abby joined her mother as well while the rest of the group settled in, and Nika stood ceremoniously as she waited for everyone’s attention.

“Welcome,” my goblin-wife finally intoned, and she looked down on all of us with shimmering approval in her emerald eyes. “Welcome to our celebration of Clan Jewell’s first official decimation. This day has been filled with blood, gore, anguish, arson, detonation, slaying, and for some of us, incredibly hot sex and impregnation.”

Khara bowed regally as Nika raised her glass in her direction, and I bit my lip as I tried to keep from laughing. There was no use apologizing to Torrance and his family anymore. Nika was not a woman I had much control over, and I honestly loved it. So, I kept my gaze strictly averted while Nika continued.

“Perhaps there were some missteps, perhaps there was some puke,” Nika admitted, “but there were also crushed skulls and dusty cookies, and we have so much to be grateful for. The utter ruin of my father-king’s tribe has been a joy and a blessing to me, and I would like to thank my handsome husband for all he has done to ensure the death of my kin.” Nika’s eyes glittered with tears as we gazed at one another. “Ken Jewell, I knew the moment I met you that your virility, strength, and ridiculously good looks were superior to any other filthy creature in this world or the under one. You are the most competent and loving man to ever exist, and I am so honored to walk beside you and birth your babies while you mercilessly gain power and destroy our enemies.”

“Hear, hear,” Calli agreed happily, and everyone raised their glasses in my honor.

Sawsaw was grinning from ear to ear as he lifted his cup of hoof broth, and beside him, even Matilda smiled a bit with her teacup in hand.

“Thanks, guys,” I chuckled, “but I couldn’t have done it without all of you. We have a good thing going here, and I don’t think I’ve ever been happier in my life than I am right now. A man isn’t anything without the support of his family, so really, it’s you who deserve to be honored today.”

I made sure to send Torrance a nod of respect as I finished, and the man blinked his shock away as a crinkly grin came to his face.

“Well, that’s family for you,” he said as he raised his mug of ale. “To Clan Jewell, I suppose.”

“To Clan Jewell!” Nika cheered as she bounced just enough to splatter wine all over her plate.

I laughed heartily as everyone drank, and then the feast began while Torrance’s sons eagerly begged Shitter to tell them every detail of our ambush. Torrance chatted happily with Nika about the horseradish he had planted for her that morning. Khara used her butter knife to instruct Abby about the correct way to disembowel an opponent, and Calli lavished all of her attention on Matilda while I kept half an ear on the conversation. I had a feeling things would take a questionable turn from the second my siren wife opened her mouth, and Ruby’s quirky smirk showed she hoped it would.

“Ken Jewell tells me you are seventeen,” Calli said as she eyed Matilda carefully.

“He did?” Matilda gasped with pleasure. “He talked about me? Well, it’s true, I am! I’m seventeen.”

“How lovely!” Calli gushed. “I bet seventeen is a very exciting age to be a human girl.”

“It really is,” Matilda assured the siren as she gave a side glance to Khara. “Very exciting. The most exciting, actually, I’m a very exciting person once you get to know me. Not so tall or… strong as some, but very, very exciting.”

Calli looked like she was bursting with intrigue now, and she lowered her voice as she curled a finger to beckon Matilda closer.

“Tell me, Matilda,” Calli whispered. “I’m just itching to know… what is your favorite way to kill someone?”

Matilda blanched as her smile dropped, and then she looked awkwardly at her plate as she shifted an inch away from the siren beside her.

“Is it cookies?” Calli gasped. “Mmm, that is very clever, I like that. So tasty and so deadly! Yes, that suits you very nicely, Matilda. I can see why seventeen-year-old human girls are so feared.”

I let out a long sigh as Matilda’s gray-blue eyes nearly fell right out of their sockets, but I forced myself to look away from the train wreck taking place at the siren end of the table.

Across from me, Khara was smiling at Abby as they finished their conversation. Then the beautiful orc seemed to realize I was staring at her cleavage yet again, and she chuckled before wiggling her torso so I could see her breasts bounce. Then she shoved an entire turkey leg in her mouth and pulled every scrap of meat off in one go.

I raised my eyebrows, and when the woman winked and began gnawing on the bone, as someone with fangs rightfully should, I returned the wink and downed my ale in three long swigs.

I definitely had my work cut out for me with my family growing so quickly, and I couldn’t help wondering how much a baby orc would need to eat. Judging by the three other turkey legs on Khara’s plate, the mountain of mashed potatoes, and four slices of pie, I guessed quite a lot, but I didn’t mind the idea. I hadn’t dropped the ball once where my family was concerned, and now that the blood feud with the goblins was handled, I had every intention of continuing to kick ass and get shit done for the good of Clan Jewell.

Next order of business was robbing the duke’s quarry and making our defenses completely impenetrable, but compared to decimating an army, this seemed like child’s play now. Life was finally settling down on the homestead, and I smiled to myself as I looked around at my family and friends all joining as one to celebrate our life together.

“I know nothing about orcs,” Ruby was saying, and I looked over to see Torrance nodding his agreement.

“Did you play an important role in your hunting party as well, Miss Khara?” the old man asked. “Miss Calli here had a most important job amongst her swarm, you know. She was a lurker, which is quite prestigious.”

Calli sent Torrance a glittering smile, and Khara looked impressed with the siren as well.

“No, orcs are solitary hunters, actually,” Khara explained. “My role was rather complex within my tribe. I am the general of the Great Army of Molgre Dhodh. We are two thousand strong and have conquered four-fifteenths of the underdark since I took command seven moons ago.”

I lowered my fork as Nika ‘ooed’ and Calli ‘ahhed.’

“You’re the general of a two-thousand-orc army?” I clarified.

“I was,” Khara said with a nod, “now I am the wife of Ken Jewell and general of Clan Jewell’s army.”

“But… a general?” I blinked.

“My superior qualities make this rather obvious, I would think.” Khara gave me a wide smirk.

Markus and Maximus whispered a collective “cool,” but my heart was suddenly skipping beats, and I had a sinking feeling rushing from my eyeballs right down to the pads of my feet.

“Oh, this is very good!” Nika gushed. “Ken Jewell, you do need many generals for your growing empire, and--”

“Wait,” I held up a finger to Nika as I leaned across the table toward Khara. “Won’t they… uhhh… notice you’re missing? Your soldiers, I mean.”

“Yes, they will be quite upset with you, Ken Jewell,” Khara chuckled. “You were very sneaky to steal me away. It must be that goblin wife of yours rubbing off on you. But do not fear. The Great Army of Molgre Dhohd must first track me down before they can deliver any just retaliation, and I believe we left no traces behind that might alert them to our scandal.”

“Except for my shirt and your top,” I said blankly.

Khara stopped her gnawing as she glanced down at her stunningly-perfect oily cleavage. “That is not ideal.”

“Oh, fuck!” Ruby burst out laughing. “Another war! Time to kill some orc-assholes!”

“Yeah… ” I nodded as I considered the skull crushing brutality my one orc wife was capable of, and then multiplied that by a two thousand orc-army all determined to get their ruthless general back so they could continue to slaughter their way to the top tier of the underdark.

And here I was, getting the Great Kharazugelphi pregnant and bringing her to the fortress I was so sure I’d just secured against violent monster raids for the foreseeable future.

Yep. Sounds about right. But did I regret it?

I glanced once more at my open fatigue jacket tucked snug around my oily, vicious, smoldering brunette orc-wife.

Hell no.

So, the orc army just made the official decimation list of Clan Jewell.

End of book 2
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Thank you for reading Monster Empire 2!

Make sure you subscribe to my newsletter. Then you’ll get an email when the Kickstarter for the next book is out!

 

To find out more about Michael-Scott and his novels please visit:

www.michaelscottearle.com

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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