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Chapter 1

“Everybody just keep your head on straight,” I muttered. “I don’t want to rush into anything bigger than we can take on.”

“If there is an opponent mightier than the Great Kharazugelphi, I should like to test my mettle against them anyway,” Khara growled. “My honor and my unborn child demand it.”

“You know what I mean.” I rolled my eyes and glanced at Ruby. “Could I get a little help here?”

“Hey, I’m with her,” Ruby snorted. “Haven’t you seen your latest wife in fucking action?”

I glanced back at the orc warrior woman and swallowed. I was determined to keep to our mission in the underdark, but Khara wasn’t making this easy on me. It was hard to remember my own name when I looked at her, so it was taking all of my concentration and then some to stay focused.

My gaze followed my orc wife’s long, muscular legs all the way up to her hips. Khara was wearing a pair of incredibly short shorts that wouldn’t restrict her movements in any way, and Nika had sewn her a clever bikini top. It barely covered her nipples, but it still kept her ample breasts from swinging around hard enough to knock somebody out in a fight. Her gray skin gleamed in the low light of the underdark, and when she caught me looking at her, Khara gave me a small fanged smirk.

“You still with us?” Ruby laughed. “Or did your eyes get stuck in Khara’s bountiful cleavage?”

“Yeah…” I snickered. “It’s not that I don’t think Khara and all of us can handle anything we come across down here. I just don’t want to take any unnecessary risks, especially not with both of you pregnant right now.”

“You’re as bad as Torrance,” Ruby snorted. “If he had his way, we’d all be sitting around darning stockings with our feet propped up by the fire, right up until the day our babies come!”

“The human quartermaster does his job admirably,” Khara said. “But he does not understand that terror and bloodshed are necessary nutrients to pregnant monster women.”

“See, that’s what I fucking mean!” Ruby sighed. “Khara, you are so fucking badass. Hearing you talk about inflicting terror and bloodshed on our enemies is so hot, I think my horny hormones are actually overtaking my urge to puke right now.”

“Do not distract me with talk of fucking, little dwarf,” Khara said. “Or I may just pounce on both of you at once.”

“Oh, are we having an orgy?” Nika’s cheerful voice called from the darkness ahead of us, right before her skin lightened from dark green to its usual shade of jade.

My goblin wife skipped toward us, and I couldn’t help but grin at the way her green tits bounced with her. Her candy-red hair was pulled back in a high ponytail like Ruby’s ginger-red hair, and my goblin wife was wearing the same style of short shorts as my other two wives.

“No, we’re definitely not having an orgy,” I chuckled. “At least, not right now. Did you see anything up ahead?”

“Oh, Ken Jewell!” Nika sighed happily as she glanced over my shoulder. “Just look at your new city! I could stand here all day and admire it, just like I could stand here all day and admire you! You look so tall and handsome with all of my father’s loot in tow, and the way you were looking at Khara and Ruby just now would make my knees go weak if I were a silly human! But I am not a human, so your sexy gaze makes me want to drop to my knees in front of you for entirely different reasons.”

I grinned in spite of my best efforts to stay focused, but I turned around to let my gaze follow my goblin wife’s. The four of us stood at the top of the hundred-foot cliff that looked out over the goblin city of Ashgor.

Or at least, over what used to be the goblin city of Ashgor.

Now that I had obliterated all the goblins and the goblin king who also happened to be Nika’s father, the city was completely empty. The hundreds of stalagmites that filled the massive cavern still glowed with soft light through their windows as if the goblins hadn’t all burned to death in their own arena, but the smell of moldy garbage and rotting piss had already started to fade from the city.

It had been four weeks since our destruction of Nika’s goblin tribe, and even though we hadn’t done any cleanup of the city, Ashgor was already smelling and looking better. It still wasn’t the most pleasant place to be down in the streets themselves, but without the goblins making new filth every day, it was like Ashgor had finally gotten a chance to breathe.

I could almost see how beautiful this city might have been when the dwarves first built it. Maybe one day I could return it to its former glory as a gift for Ruby, but that would have to wait for a while. We had a lot of other things to take care of in the meantime, and that included the four hundred pound mining cart of treasure we’d just pulled up from the bottom of the cliff.

There was still plenty more loot in the dead goblin king’s private treasure room, but this was a good haul for today. We would get more later, but between the amount of jewels and precious metals we’d taken today, and the amount I’d stolen weeks ago with Calli and Sawsaw, we could already live like fucking royalty.

“Maybe we should all make love in the streets of Ashgor?” Nika suggested as she bounced up and down in excitement. “There is a rope bridge on the far side of the cavern that has a wonderful view of the rest of the city. We could have our orgy there, Ken Jewell! I would love to worship you side by side with my beautiful sister-wives.”

“As nice as that sounds, could we get back to the noises we heard a few minutes ago?” I groaned. “Also, I know you’re not pregnant yet, Nika, but I don’t think taking two of my pregnant wives onto a decaying rope bridge is the safest move.”

“See?” Ruby huffed. “As bad as Torrance.”

“You are right, as always, Ken Jewell,” Nika sighed. “We cannot have an orgy because you and I need to have very special sex to make a baby.”

“Are all goblins as easily distracted as you are?” Khara chuckled.

“Oh, yes,” Nika said. “I am actually a very focused goblin, and that is why I remember that Ken Jewell asked me to sneak and spy out the noises I heard from further up the tunnel. It is only a troop of ten or fifteen kobolds.”

“You didn’t get an exact headcount?” I asked. “And where are they exactly?”

“Ten, fifteen, thirty, what’s the difference?” Nika shrugged. “They will all fall before my husband and his fierce wives. They were headed this way when I came back to tell you, so we will probably meet them before we can get to Ruby’s old cave. Then we can kill them. It will be fun. You will see.”

“Ah, shit,” I muttered. “I guess we’ll have to eliminate them before we get the stuff you wanted to grab from your old stomping grounds, Ruby.”

“I will go eliminate them,” Khara growled. “The small dwarf might be sick if she tries to stomp them into the ground. Unless you would like to come with me and drown our enemies in your pregnancy puke?”

“Well, I--” Ruby started.

“No, we’ll go together,” I said. “I’m sure you could single-handedly take them out even if there were thirty kobolds, but we always stick together in the underdark, got it?”

“As you wish,” Khara said, even though her red eyes flashed with hunger, and her long black claws flexed at her sides like she was imagining all the things she wanted to do to our enemies.

When Khara started to shed her claws right after we had sex for the first time. I thought perhaps this shedding of claws was necessary to their species, given that pregnant orc women are the most dangerous and irrational creatures in the underdark, and maybe they could accidentally hurt the babies they carried.

But that was before her cat-like claws grew back even longer and sharper. My orc wife said they came in like that during pregnancy so she could more easily shred her enemies, and the baby would be able to feed on the carnage their mother inflicted on others.

So yeah.

“There’s no way to be quiet while we lug this cart full of treasure,” I said with a nod to the goblin king’s loot. “But we already know the kobolds are up ahead, so it’s not like they can surprise us. We’ll move forward until we intercept them, destroy them, and then go on to Ruby’s lair like we planned.”

“Yesss… carnage…” Khara licked her charcoal-gray lips like she was practically salivating at the thought of ripping apart the troop of kobolds.

“To the destruction of our enemies!” Nika cried as she pointed forward like she was leading us all to war.

“Little softer…” I winced at how loudly my goblin wife had announced our plan of destruction, but I couldn’t be mad at how enthusiastic she was about everything, especially not with the cute little bounce that her excitement put in her step.

We could use part of the old dwarven mining rail to take the cart back up toward the surface, but the track had fallen into even more disrepair since the last time we used it. We wouldn’t be able to push the cart along the rails the whole way, but it did at least help me get started.

I braced myself behind the cart, remembered Calli’s strengthening song she had gifted me with this morning before I left the homestead, and then pushed the four hundred pound load forward along the track.

“Nika, sneak ahead and give us a signal when we’re about to come up on the kobolds,” I said. “Khara and Ruby, you stay back here with me.”

Nika immediately darted forward along the track and disappeared around the corner, and my other two wives walked beside me. We must have made quite the picture as I pushed our loot forward through the tunnel. A single human man and his gorgeous monster wives would have been enough to make any other human or monster pause and look twice, at least right before they tried to kill us.

But if anyone on the surface world or in the underdark thought we would be easy targets, they would realize just how wrong they were about half a second before they choked on their own intestines that my family carved out and stuffed down their throats.

The cart full of loot was now gliding easily along the track, but we only made it around the next corner before I spotted Nika again up ahead. She was just at the top of a gently sloped hill, and when she heard the cart behind her, she turned around and gave an excited wave.

“I found them again, Ken Jewell!” Nika called before she glanced over her shoulder and down at the slope behind her. “Oh, they are very angry! I do not think they like your name, because they snarled extra loud when they heard--”

A spear whizzed by Nika’s head.

“Shit, we’re coming!” I left the mining cart and raced forward with my hatchet in one hand and my buck knife in the other.

Khara kept pace right beside me, and Ruby hurried after us on her shorter legs.

“Oh, you are coming already?” Nika giggled. “The thought of battle makes me very excited too, but I need your powerful tool inside me before you release your seed!”

“Fuck, Nika, focus!” I groaned as I reached the top of the hill with Ruby and Khara.

Fourteen kobolds were at the bottom of the slope. They were all armed with short spears, and they were all sprinting toward us as fast as their little reptilian legs would carry them. Their crocodile-like snouts gnashed as they slobbered over the thought of devouring us, but Khara also wiped a little drool from her chin beside me.

“Fresh meat!” Khara growled, and before I could stop her, my orc wife leaped forward without a single weapon in her clawed fingers and sprinted down the hill like an angry freight train.

Then Khara slammed into the kobolds like a brunette, red-eyed hurricane of claws.

My ferocious orc wife dropped into a spinning kick that knocked half a dozen of the reptilian creatures off their feet. Then she jumped on top of two of them at once hard enough that her feet sank into their stomachs, and when their blood started to flow around her heels, Khara laughed and jumped up and down again like a little kid splashing in a puddle. Except this puddle was made of bloody intestines.

After Khara jumped up and down to smash the stomachs of the two dead kobolds into nothing but pulp, she reached down and picked up three more creatures by their rusted armor. Then she chucked them each at the cavern wall like she was playing darts, and every time their blood ran down the rough stone, her fanged grin grew a little wider.

The orc woman picked up the next kobold by his crocodile snout. She ripped open his mouth until the bones in his jaw snapped, and then her long black claws reached into his slack jaws and sliced through his tongue. Dark blood started to spew from his mouth, and Khara let the kobold fall to the ground, grabbed another enemy, and tore open his throat with her claws. Then she stuffed the other kobold’s severed tongue into the new lizard creature’s windpipe, so it was anybody’s guess whether he was choking on his own blood or on his comrade’s tongue.

“Uh, should we help her?” Ruby whispered. “Don’t get me wrong, she doesn’t look like she needs it, but are we just gonna stand here and watch?”

“Yeah, let her have this one,” I replied. “She obviously needs the violence, and that should help keep her calm for a little while when we get back to the surface.”

“Khara is such a wonderful wife for you,” Nika sighed. “I am so glad you brought her home to our warren, Ken Jewell.”

“So am I,” I chuckled. “Even if her pregnancy has been, uh, challenging.”

“I cannot wait to meet the beautiful human-orc baby that you two have made,” Nika whispered. “It will be the fiercest child in our kingdom!”

“I don’t know, I think it might be hard for anybody to be fiercer than Abby,” Ruby pointed out. “Or the gob boys.”

“Oh no, a human-orc baby will definitely be the fiercest,” Nika said. “I have never seen anyone as bloodthirsty and unpredictable as Khara this past month, so her baby will really be incredible.”

“I just hope we all survive to the end of her pregnancy,” I said as I turned my attention back to the fight.

Khara had already ripped apart ten of the kobolds, so there were only four left. Her teeth shredded the forearm of one lizard creature, and then she grabbed the bloody tendons so she could throw the kobold onto the spear of one of his comrades.

The stone-pointed spear skewered right into the kobold’s spine, and his comrade tried to shake the corpse off the end of his spear before Khara reached him, but the pregnant orc woman moved too fast for him.

She reached over the skewered corpse, grasped the reptile’s head between her fingers, and then clapped her hands together so hard that the sides of his scaly head caved in like a deflated balloon.

While blood and lumps of brain leaked out of his crushed skull, Khara pushed both dead kobolds out of the way. She snarled and looked around for her final two enemies, but they had started to race up the hill toward us in their total panic to get away from the raging female.

“Up here, babe.” I gave a little whistle.

When Khara whirled around, her chin was dripping with as much blood as her claws. She saw both kobolds immediately, but she didn’t even growl as she bolted toward them. The graceful orc woman moved like a panther instead, and she caught up with both lizard-like creatures in less than two seconds.

Khara pounced on both of them when they were only three feet away from us. Her claws tore open the spine of one kobold, and her teeth ripped into the scales at the back of the other creature’s skull. But even after both kobolds fell still, she just kept shredding them like she was trying to make pulled pork out of their corpses.

It wasn’t until the little bastards were wholly unrecognizable that my brunette orc wife finally rocked back on her heels and licked her lips. The blood of our enemies dipped down her chin before it dribbled down her chest and in between her perfect tits, and the sight of her heavy breasts rising and falling with each breath was almost enough to make me forget that she was covered in kobold blood and guts.

The crazy light in Khara’s red eyes faded, and she gave a contented sigh as she stood up and brushed some of the stray tendons and intestines off her gleaming gray skin.

“Better?” I smirked.

“I do feel better, thank you,” Khara answered. “I would have liked the kobolds to scream more, but I think they might have been too surprised to fully express their terror.”

“Maybe, but that just means their terror was that much sweeter!” Nika smiled. “To be so terrified that they couldn’t even scream… oh, I am sure that tasted just delicious!”

“It did,” Khara sighed as she patted the gentle swell of her pregnant stomach. “The baby is quite satisfied, but I cannot tell you how long it will last.”

“Well, the last time you killed anything, it was a surface world bear,” Ruby said. “And that seemed to satisfy the baby’s bloodlust for oh, I don’t know, ten minutes?”

“It is important for the baby to experience as much carnage as possible while it is in my womb,” Khara said. “It needs to hear the screams of the dying in order to grow properly.”

“I know, I know,” I sighed. “Violence is good for the health of the baby. Got it.”

“It actually seems to be good for all our health,” Ruby pointed out. “Every time Khara hunts something, it makes her a little less prowly and terrifying, and I’ll take that even if it only lasts a few minutes.”

“I am fond of you, too.” Khara patted the redheaded dwarf on the shoulder. “Do you feel any projectile puke coming on so I may hold your hair back for you?”

“I think I’m good for now, but you’ll be the first to know, thanks,” Ruby replied.

“I’m glad you and the baby feel better now,” I said. “But let’s keep moving in case you get all crazy again sooner than we think.”

“Umm, maybe we should avoid tellin’ the pregnant orc that she’s crazy,” Ruby said with a pointed look, but Khara raised a hand to silence her.

“Do not come to my aid, little sister-wife-friend,” she said. “A craze like that for an orc is a blessing. It is the blind, ruthless kind that fuels only the strongest fighters. It is a badge of honor, and I wear it proudly.”

“See?” I grinned at Ruby. “She knows I love her. But we should definitely get going.”

“That would be wise, Ken Jewell,” Khara agreed. “I feel almost pleasant at this moment, but I cannot promise that I will not lose my mind shortly. Orc pregnancy is entirely unpredictable.”

“Yes, isn’t it wonderful?” Nika smiled and cupped Khara’s chest. “And it has made your beautiful breasts even bigger than they were before!”

“They are quite heavy.” Khara nodded. “If they get much heavier, you or the small dwarf might have to hold them for me when I walk around.”

“I would love to hold your big breasts, Khara!” Nika gasped. “Thank you so much for asking!”

“Come on,” I chuckled. “We’ve gotta get the tools from Ruby’s old cave, swing by and pick up the clothes Khara and I left behind after the Goblin Bluizz, and still make it back to the surface with all our loot.”

“It shouldn’t take me long to gather my stuff,” Ruby said. “There are just a few things I want, and hopefully they will make our plans to rob the quarry go that much easier.”

I went back down the hill and kept pushing the cart forward along the old rail tracks. Nika went ahead of me to move the bodies of the shredded kobold off the rails, but she did it with so much flourish that it felt like she was throwing flowers along my path to welcome me forward instead of kicking away scaly corpses.

It didn’t take us long to see the entrance to Ruby’s old lair. It wasn’t right beside the railway though, so I would have to leave my loot in order to help my redheaded wife grab all her gear.

“Khara, stay here with the loot,” I said. “You can kill anybody who comes into this tunnel, but don’t go hunting anybody else. I want you to be here when we get back, got it?”

“Yes, Ken Jewell,” Khara purred. “I do not feel the blood hunger again yet. I will wait here.”

“Nika, come with me and Ruby,” I said. “You can help us carry whatever Ruby wants to bring back home.”

“Oh, I am so glad that I will get to see the beautiful traps our little Nimble Fingers set again!” Nika gave a little twirl.

“You do know my name now, remember?” Ruby rolled her eyes.

“Of course I do!” Nika grasped the redheaded woman’s hands. “But don’t you like your nickname, Nimble Fingers?”

She asked it so sweetly and with such concern in her emerald eyes that I wasn’t surprised when Ruby’s hormones instantly made her burst into tears.

“No, I love it!” Ruby sniffled. “I really love it, I do.”

I just laughed, looped one arm around Ruby’s shoulders, and slipped my other arm around my goblin wife. We left Khara with the cart of loot, and I hoped nothing Ruby needed from her old home would weigh more than a hundred pounds. I could still feel the strength of my siren wife’s song in my muscles, and that would definitely help me push the cart, but I didn’t think I would be able to push too much more weight.

“Let me go in first,” Ruby said when we reached the entrance. “All the traps should still be disarmed like we left them, but I’d rather not take any chances and end up squashed like a pancake by my own handiwork. That would be embarrassing.”

“Go right ahead,” I told the petite woman.

The redheaded dwarf felt along the walls of the entrance and then carefully picked her way forward. It seemed like we had triggered every trap in here when Nika, Sawsaw, and I first found Ruby before the Goblin Bluizz, so I didn’t expect there to be a lot of other traps in the cavern.

But as I watched Ruby inch across her old home, I realized we hadn’t covered every section of the cavern the last time we were here. First, the small woman disarmed a snare wire along the far side of the wall that we had avoided last time. She picked up a nail board that had been covered by some moss, pushed a medium-sized rock into a low-lying pit of acid so someone could use it as a stepping stone, and then turned back to us.

“All clear!” Ruby called. “I forgot about the acid pit since you all took the baby basilisk route last time, but we should be all good now.”

“Thanks,” I gulped and tried not to think about how it would feel to fall into a whole pit of acid, since just a splash of it had left me with a nasty scar on my inner calf.

Nika and I followed her through her lair of traps until we reached the back of her cave. We’d left in such a rush after I fucked her brains out that first time that we hadn’t really taken any of her gear, and I was glad we had finally come back to the underdark after the Goblin Bluizz.

We had been so busy on the surface that the last four weeks had completely flown by. After the Bluizz, I had planned to start robbing the granite quarry pretty quickly so we could begin building our stone defenses around the homestead. But one thing after another kept happening at the homestead that put off my plans to immediately rob the quarry.

First, we’d rebuilt the bridge so I had easy access to the timber south of the river. Then I started having to replace the locks and non-lethal traps all around the barn to keep the youngest gobs from slaughtering every last one of my livestock, but at least that had started to settle down in the last week or two. Torrance’s sons, Markus and Maximus, had gotten quite good at setting the traps themselves too, and that had certainly helped things.

Between everything going on at the homestead and the constant presence of bounty hunters’ patrols that my kids kept finding and then obliterating, it had been a busy few weeks. Then Khara’s symptoms had started becoming more and more prominent, and I ended up having to practically stalk my own wife at all hours of the day. So we were only just now coming back to get the tools that Ruby insisted should help us with our goals.

It wasn’t like I was in a crazy rush to build my stone perimeter, though. I had been worried about potential arson-minded villagers a few weeks ago, but now that Khara was with us, I knew she would eliminate any threat from the locals. Our stone defenses were really to help us against any monsters who tried to raid us from the underdark, plus any major human forces that might come against us in the future. But as far as bounty hunters and villagers went, my family as a whole could take care of them just fine.

Especially Khara.

In fact, it had been all we could do to keep Khara from charging into Hamstead and Buckshire and trying to take on every single villager by herself. When she told us that pregnant orcs were the most dangerous and irrational creatures in the underdark, she hadn’t been joking.

She had gone hunting at least four times a day since she first got pregnant. Sometimes she returned with part of a deer or bear that she had eaten, but usually, there was so little left of whatever she had caught that the only signs of a struggle were the bloodstains on her clothing.

Last week, she snuck out for an entire night so she could stalk and kill three bounty hunters about an hour north of our home. Then two nights ago, she had disappeared for a whole day and made me worry sick about her until she showed back up at second sunset to smugly inform us that she had killed a bugbear and his mate down in the underdark.

She was impossible to keep eyes on all the time, and I’d be damned if she didn’t try to run off every two seconds to hunt something else. But as long as it kept her away from the livestock and out of the human villages, I was just happy that all the hunting gave her a good channel for her violent impulses.

Plus, the way she got all cuddly and proud after a killing spree was pretty fucking cute.

“Can we help?” Nika brought my attention back to the cave as my goblin wife bounced around the cavern and started playing with every instrument that she came across.

“Don’t touch that!” Ruby leaped over a stack of hammers and tackled the green-skinned woman right before she grabbed a rope that hung down from the ceiling.

“Nimble Fingers!” Nika giggled from the floor where Ruby had pinned her. “Ken Jewell has already said that we do not have time for an orgy! Unless maybe you get me out of these clothes so fast that he changes his mind?”

Nika shimmied her shoulders suggestively underneath the redheaded dwarf, and for a second, it looked like Ruby really was about to tear the goblin woman’s clothes off.

“I’m afraid not,” I chuckled and held out my hands to help both women back up to their feet. “What can we help you grab, Ruby?”

“Definitely not that rope,” Ruby said. “It’s home to thousands of tiny flesh mites that kind of spiraled out of control when I started breeding them.”

“What a lovely home for lovely little mites!” Nika gasped.

“Yeah, they’re so lovely that they’ll burrow into your skin, eat their way all the way down to your bones, and then start to eat your bone marrow all while you scream in agony and die what feels like a thousand slow deaths,” Ruby said.

“Oh, they are fun!” Nika looked at the rope longingly, as if she was imagining all the little mite families who wanted nothing more than to eat their victims alive. To see the wistful glint in her eyes right now, you’d think this was the most heartwarming story she’d ever heard.

“Aaaanyway,” Ruby sighed. “I’ll need all my hammers, obviously. And since this is granite we’re talking about, I will also need--”

“If this was a mission for my army, I would simply lead the orcs against the duke who controls this quarry, kill his foolish minions, and then take his granite for my own,” Khara announced from behind us.

“Shit, Khara!” I said. “You’re supposed to be watching the loot!”

“I watched it.” The smoldering brunette shrugged. “Two more kobolds came, so I killed and ate them. Then I searched the rest of the tunnel a hundred yards in both directions, but there are no other enemies close by. I came to see if you need help or if I can run further ahead and hunt for more enemies.”

“Stay put for now,” I said. “And listen, as much as I like your plan to just kill everyone and take their loot, we don’t have that kind of manpower.”

“Not yet, Ken Jewell,” Nika corrected. “But do not worry! You will have the most powerful army in all the land very soon. We will make you sooooo many wonderfully violent and obedient children that it will be easy to kill this puny king and sit on his throne. You will like it. You will see.”

“One good orc is worth a hundred human warriors,” Khara agreed. “As soon as I birth this child for you, we should immediately work on conceiving the next one.”

“Okay, Khara, I’ve got a question for you.” Ruby crossed her arms over her chest. “So, other than our husband, you’re like the most badass warrior I’ve ever known, right?”

“Yes, that is accurate,” the red-eyed orc woman replied. “I am extremely powerful and ruthless in combat. I have never met my better, and if I did, I would kill them in single combat so that they were not better than me.”

“Uhh…” I began. “If they are better in combat than you, how are you going to beat them?”

“Because no one actually is stronger in might and warrior ability than me, husband.” Khara nodded as if it was obvious.

“Then how the hell did you ever get captured by a bunch of smelly goblins in the first place?” Ruby demanded. “No offense, Nika.”

“My father’s tribe was very smelly, it is true,” Nika said. “But yes, how did they capture you, Khara?”

“That’s a fair question,” I said. “I have been curious.”

“Fine, I will tell you,” Khara sighed heavily and rolled her eyes. “But there is no honor in it. They snatched me while I was taking a fucking shit.”
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Chapter 2

Ruby immediately burst into laughter that shook her whole body. Her breasts jiggled inside their tight tank top, and I couldn’t even see her hazel eyes because she was laughing so hard.

Khara rolled her eyes again, but the corners of her charcoal-gray lips twitched slightly like she was trying to fight against a grin. Nika was doubled over as she tried to stop giggling, and even I couldn’t help but grin at the fierce orc woman’s confession.

“Oh, that is just like a troop of goblins to snatch someone while they are trying to shit!” Nika wiped tears from the corners of her emerald eyes. “It was very rude of them, but very funny!”

“I am not fond of sneaks,” Khara sighed. “They go against everything the orcs stand for, but I will admit this was a good sneak.”

“This is the best thing I’ve heard in a month, and you’re definitely gonna need to tell me the whole story,” Ruby cackled. “The almighty and great Kharazugelphi, snatched by goblins while taking a shit.”

“Be careful, little dwarf,” Khara warned and then gave a sound that was somewhere between a purr and a growl.

“Watch who you’re growling at!” Ruby marched right up to the tall brunette orc, wagged her finger in her face, and stuck out her chin so defiantly that I couldn’t help but admire how feisty the petite woman was.

“I can still eat you if I want.” Khara snapped at Ruby’s finger like she might actually bite it off.

“Ha!” Ruby scoffed. “Don’t threaten me with a good time, big woman.”

“How did the goblins find you, though?” I chuckled. “I imagine you knew that you were in their territory.”

“If you insist, I will tell you the full story on our way back to the surface,” Khara said and then playfully snapped at Ruby’s finger again.

“Oh, I think Ken Jewell will most definitely, positively, one hundred percent insist,” Nika said. “And if he does not, then I will!”

“I’ll hold you to that promise, Khara,” I said. “But let’s finish grabbing whatever Ruby needs so we can get the hell out of here.”

“Right, so like I was saying, we need to bring all my hammers,” the redheaded dwarf said as she strode back over to a pile of her tools.

“I like smashing things too, but isn’t one hammer the same as any other?” Nika asked. “We have hammers at home, you know.”

“Hey, who’s the expert here?” Ruby grumbled. “These hammers might all look the same to the untrained eye, but they’re actually really different. See, you’ve got your mallets, your sledgehammers, your brick hammers, a machinery hammer, and then this hammer that I can use with these metal star bits.”

“It is very cute when you talk in so much detail about what you love,” Nika said. “But all I see is the many ways that we could use these different hammers to smash our enemies.”

“That’s because goblins are better at smashing than building.” Ruby patted Nika’s cheek. “But I won’t hold it against you, since you’re not like any other goblin I’ve ever known before.”

“Nika did make my clothes,” Khara pointed out, and then she swayed back and forth to show off her short shorts, just in case any of us had forgotten the perfect way her hips moved.

“That is true!” Nika said. “I am very good at making clothes. I am also good at making nets, making beds, making tables, and making love!”

“You’re good at a lot of things, my love,” I chuckled. “Okay, so we’ll take all your hammers, Ruby. What else?”

“I don’t have all the shovels I need, but you could get some from one of the villages,” Ruby said. “And I have some bits, a few wedges, and a couple of crowbars, but I’ll need more of all those, too. Oh, and iron. I’ll need a lot of iron.”

“Give me everything!” Nika held out her hands, but every time Ruby passed her another tool, Nika just grabbed it and then dropped it in my molle pack.

“This all seems like a very elaborate way to rob the duke,” Khara said. “Are you quite certain that we shouldn’t just attack his castle? We could hang him by the neck with his own intestines, and when his army sees what has become of their mighty leader, they will throw down their arms in surrender. Then we would only slit their throats honorably so the streets run thick with rivers of blood instead of blood and guts. His lands would be ours, and so would his quarry.”

“Ooh, is it getting hot in here, or is it just me?” Ruby fanned herself with a wooden mallet.

“It is quite cold,” Khara replied. “It must be your hormones, small dwarf.”

“Yes, all the blood from your big breasts must be rushing to your head!” Nika said. “But do not worry! I can hold your breasts at the same time I hold Khara’s on the way back to the surface, so they will not weigh you down!”

“That’s a sweet offer.” I smirked.

“I’ll let you know if I need to take you up on that,” Ruby chuckled. “Now, where was I? Oh yes, the iron! I was going to say that I won’t know exactly what I need in order to rob the quarry until we actually scout it out. I might need tools to mine some of the granite, I might need to build a railway, I might need to build hauling carts, and who knows what else? But I might as well take everything I can, just in case I end up needing it.”

“Scouting out the quarry is the next thing on our list,” I said.

Nika cleared her throat loudly beside me.

“Am I wrong?” I asked.

“Oh, my Ken Jewell is never wrong!” Nika said quickly. “But maybe he has forgotten that the next thing on our list is to make a baby?”

My goblin wife pressed herself against me so her tits cushioned my bicep like two soft, warm twins. She looked up at me with a sly smile, and her emerald eyes sparkled with the same mischievous look she’d been teasing me with for the last few weeks.

“I definitely haven’t forgotten that,” I groaned as my cock responded to Nika’s soft body pushed up against mine. “You’re the one who said we had to wait longer before you got pregnant again because you had something special in mind.”

“We’ve waited long enough now!” Nika giggled. “But do not worry, it will be worth it when I tell you the surprise. You will like it, you will see! It has been so long since you have filled me with your seed, Ken Jewell. I can hardly think about anything else.”

“Same,” I muttered.

“It is a good thing you have three other beautiful wives to pump your yummy warm baby potion into!” Nika said. “Otherwise, this would have been a very difficult and hard four weeks!”

“It was still a hard four weeks,” Khara said as she glanced at my crotch and then licked her lips. “A very, very hard four weeks.”

“Hey!” Ruby pounded her wooden mallet on the cavern wall. “Either this orgy is about to happen, or I need everybody to stop talking about hard tools and our husband’s warm and gooey seed.”

“You’re right,” I chuckled. “Nika, I promise to give you a baby very soon. But first, let’s get back home with these tools so we can start really making plans to rob the quarry.”

“Ughh, there you go talking about fucking tools again!” Ruby huffed.

After we stuffed the rest of Ruby’s equipment into my molle pack, we returned to our mining cart of loot from Ashgor. There were a few gnawed bones left of the other kobolds Khara had killed, but it was impossible to tell the difference between the rest of their bodies and a busted, blood-filled piñata.

We still needed to swing by the cavern where Khara and I had wrestled and then torn each other’s clothes off, but I wanted to pass by the old rickety mining rail bridge first, since there was some abandoned mining equipment from ages ago when the dwarves still used the railway. Even though most of it was probably too rusted or broken to use, we might be able to salvage a few wheels or axles, and I would take anything that might make our plans to rob the quarry a little easier.

When we reached the abandoned equipment, I pushed a stone in front of the cart’s wheels to make sure it didn’t roll away. Then I stretched my sore arms out until my back gave a satisfying pop and joined my wives where they were sifting through the ancient tools.

“What about this?” Khara held up a rusted wheel that literally started to disintegrate in her hands.

“Um, good try, Khara,” Ruby said. “Maybe you could find something a little less fragile?”

Khara picked up a few other items, but each one was more unstable than the last one. When none of them seemed to be helpful, she snarled and pitched them all over the edge of the chasm.

“I am bored with this task,” Khara growled. “All the world is fragile to an orc, and the baby is getting hungry again.”

“Damn, already?” I swore. “Uh, okay, why don’t you go sniff around the bridge and make sure nobody else is around here or waiting to ambush us?”

“I would have already heard them if they were,” Khara said. “But I will do as you ask, Ken Jewell. Perhaps there are even sneakier creatures than goblins around here.”

“I can’t imagine a creature more sneaky than a goblin!” Nika gasped as Khara stalked off toward the edge of the chasm. “What a delightful creature that would be. The drow can be very sneaky, and so can the nagas, but their sneaking is very different from goblin-sneaking.”

“Hey, focus up, would you?” Ruby grumbled. “There’s a couple decent wheels in here we could use for something. The carts are all too broken to fuck around with, but if we take a couple of their hand brakes, I bet I could fix them up. Oh, and we should grab those pickaxes, too! At least three of them are decent enough that we could still use them.”

“Put everything in a pile, and we’ll load it up in a second,” I instructed.

“I might have found something useful, Ken Jewell,” Khara’s low voice purred from the darkness at the edge of the chasm.

“I’ll be right there,” I said.

I couldn’t see the beautiful orc warrior, so I pulled my makeshift flashlight off my utility belt. Since the batteries in my flashlight from Earth had died, I had finally made a new flashlight to help me find my way through the parts of the underdark that didn’t have any natural light.

I’d kept the frame of my original flashlight, but I unscrewed the bulb and dumped the batteries out. Then I broke off a few small blue cavern crystals at the base and used electrical tape to secure them in the same place where the bulb had been. If I could find a red crystal, I could secure it into the base of the flashlight where the batteries had gone, so it would almost be like I still had a blue lens and a red lens for signaling.

But right now, the blue crystals gave me enough light to see by, so I took off the cover and shone the flashlight toward the spot where I’d heard Khara’s voice. The light of the crystals flashed against the orc woman’s red eyes, and I had to shake my head to stay focused on anything other than the long legs and lean muscles of the brunette warrior.

When I joined her at the edge of the chasm, I saw that Khara had found the remains of an old rail track. The dwarves must have originally had a railway that led along the rim of the canyon, not just one track that led over the bridge. The rail along the edge was now completely gone other than a few sleepers and fasteners, but there was still something that might help us.

There had clearly been a single rail switch here at one point, and most of the components looked like they were still intact. There was the switch lever itself, the switch rod, a rail frog, frog bolts, and even a few guards. I wasn’t sure if we would need to construct any kind of switch to steal granite from the quarry, but it sure as hell couldn’t hurt to take with us.

“Is it useful?” Khara asked.

“Definitely,” I replied. “If we ever need to lay multiple tracks to set up different routes for rail carts to go along, these will all be really useful.”

“Good,” Khara purred and then curled her fingers around my right bicep.

Her long claws dug into my skin even through my jacket, and I had to quickly disengage my arm from her grip before she pierced my flesh right down to the sinews in her enthusiasm. Then I dropped down and started to gather up everything that I could.

Khara purred softly behind me like a satisfied kitten, and I didn’t know if I was more relieved that we’d found something to help us, or that Khara was so pleased with herself that it was distracting her from any destructive impulses she might have at the moment.

After we gathered up the equipment for the rail switch, we loaded everything into the cart of loot from Ashgor. All of our new finds together didn’t add more than seventy-five pounds, so the cart was still pushable, even if it would be a bit of a bitch to transfer to a wheelbarrow once the track ended.

But if any of this gear would make it easier to rob Duke Bellfrey blind, it was sure as shit worth the effort.

The heavy cart was hard to get started along the tracks, but once I got some momentum behind it, it was much easier to just glide it forward. I had thought about piling us all into the cart and trying to ride it to the other end of the rail, but the last time I did that with Calli and Sawsaw, we ended up crashing and almost knocking our own brains clean out of our skulls.

Besides, I couldn’t remember exactly which tunnel we had taken last time we were down here. We had been in such a rush to get away from the smoke of the bridge explosion outside Ashgor that we had sprinted at full speed until we finally collapsed, so now we needed to take our time to make sure we didn’t miss the spot where Khara and I had ripped each other’s clothes off.

“Only one more stop before we head home,” I told my wives as I kept pushing the cart forward. “But while we’re looking for the cavern where Khara and I lost our clothes, I need to hear the story of how Khara got taken by the goblins in the first place.”

“Yay!” Nika bounced happily. “Story time!”

“Fine,” Khara sighed and clicked her long black claws against each other. “I knew I was in goblin territory, but I have never concerned myself with what puny gobs can do compared to the might of the Great Kharazugelphi.”

“You are soooo very impressive and terrifying,” Nika agreed.

“I am,” Khara replied. “But I was in goblin territory because I was trophy hunting.”

“What kind of trophy?” Ruby asked.

“The only kind that matters,” Khara answered like it was the most obvious thing in the underdark. “The orcs were all competing to snag the biggest monster, and whoever killed the biggest trophy monster would win.”

“All of the orcs were participating in this competition?” I asked. “Didn’t your army alone have two thousand orcs in it?”

“Not quite all the orcs,” Khara said. “Just the most skilled of us.”

“What monster were you trying to bring down?” Ruby asked. “Gargoyle? Basilisk? Cave troll? Wendigo?”

“Oh, let me guess!” Nika said. “Bugbear? Werewolf? Minotaur?”

“All child’s play,” Khara said smugly.

“Even the bugbear?” I smirked.

“That would have been a little more challenging,” the beautiful orc replied with a small smile. “But no, I was hunting a balor.”

“Wait… like, the demon?” I demanded.

“I suppose its enemies do sometimes call it that, yes,” Khara answered. “The most difficult part was separating him from his army of fiends so they would not interfere with our fight, of course.”

“Of course,” I repeated with a low chuckle.

“No, that is not accurate.” Khara frowned. “Separating him from his army was the second most difficult part.”

“Then what the fuck was the most difficult part?” Ruby asked.

“Avoiding his death blow.” The orc warrior shrugged. “When you kill a balor, he goes into death throes. The whole area around his corpse bursts into flames, and if the explosion doesn’t knock you back hard enough to kill you, then the fire probably will.”

“So how did you kill him?” Nika whispered. “Did you throw a spear at him from very far away? Did you shoot him full of arrows until his corpse dripped fire instead of blood?”

“No, the rules of the trophy hunt do not allow you to kill the monster from far away,” Khara answered. “It must be up close and personal.”

“Why am I not fucking surprised by that?” Ruby muttered.

“So what did you do?” I asked.

“First, I coated myself in melenga mud to help protect against his flames,” Khara said.

“Oh no, that stuff is foul!” Ruby said. “It only grows at the bottom of the most stagnant pools in the underdark.”

“It is true, the pools are usually so stagnant that you can almost walk across them,” Khara agreed. “But melenga mud is the only thing that will protect against balor fire.”

“So you coated yourself down in mud,” I said. “Then what?”

“Then I grappled with him until I was able to steal his fiery whip,” Khara replied. “I toyed with him after this, but it was important that he realized he was not as fearless as he thought before he died. We danced for a while on the edge of a cliff, and every time I wielded his own whip against him, he understood more and more that I would kill him in the end.”

“What did his whip do when you used it against him?” Nika asked in the same tone a little girl from Earth might have asked what happened to Cinderella’s glass slipper.

“The fire from the whip devoured more of his flesh every time I lashed it against him,” Khara answered. “I flicked the whip perfectly on target every time, so the first lash cut through his skin. The second lash burned through his muscles like a flesh-eating acid, and the third lash ate through his bones to expose the marrow at their heart.”

“Is the bone marrow of a balor very delicious?” Nika whispered as her eyes opened wide.

“Even more than you can imagine,” Khara sighed. “I am afraid I only got to gnaw on his very delicious femur, though.”

“But why?” Ruby asked.

“When I finally ripped out his throat, I immediately jumped off the edge of the cliff to avoid the explosion that rippled out of his body,” Khara explained. “I still had his whip in my hand, so I lashed it until it caught on a rock that jutted from the side of the cliff. I dangled there long enough to be sure that the balor’s death throes were finished, and then I climbed back up the cliff and ate a little of his marrow. But it was so rich that… Well, that’s why I had to take a pause to relieve myself before I dragged the balor back to my tribe.”

“And that’s when the goblins caught you,” Ruby snickered.

“Yes,” Khara replied.

“It is such a shame that all that juicy marrow went to waste.” Nika shook her head.

“I’m sure that somebody ate it,” I laughed. “There is not much that goes to waste in the underdark.”

“Oh, that is a very good point, Ken Jewell!” Nika said. “But it is a shame that Khara could not eat it herself. Maybe you will kill a balor for her one day and give her a present of its marrow!”

“Maybe,” I agreed. “It probably wouldn’t be the strangest thing I’ve gotten from the underdark as a present for one of my wives.”

“That is because you are the best husband in all the land!” Nika declared. “And the handsomest, the most clever, the most brilliant, the--”

“I think I got it, thanks,” I chuckled. “It sucks your tribe never got to see the trophy monster you killed, Khara. Do you think it would have won the contest?”

“Of course,” the brunette warrior replied. “I would not have killed the balor if I did not believe it would win the contest. But it does not matter now. I do not belong to any orc tribe now.”

“Yeah, because you’re one of us!” Ruby grinned.

“I prefer being in Clan Jewell.” Khara nodded. “I get to enjoy the suns’ light and the endless orgasms that our husband gives me, and now I am growing the most dreadful and terrifying orc warrior who will ever live.”

“It will be the cutest, cuddliest, most deadliest baby,” Nika whispered. “It is too bad it will not be born in time to join us when we rob the quarry! A human-orc baby would be a very amazing ally to have.”

“Who knows if it’ll be born by then or not?” Ruby huffed. “It might take us two more months to rob the quarry at this pace, so Khara might actually give birth by then.”

“I don’t think it’ll take longer than a month to get our first load of granite,” I reassured the petite woman. “But we’ll know more once we scout it for ourselves, and then you can tell me exactly what supplies you’ll need and how much manpower will be required for the job.”

“If you want to talk about a job that requires some serious manpower, then I’ve got one for you,” Ruby giggled.

“Yes, you are very lucky that we are married to the most powerful man for any job,” Nika said as she looped her green arm through Ruby’s.

“Have you decided who will come with you to rob the quarry?” Khara asked.

“Not yet,” I answered. “It’s too early to say. I don’t know exactly what we’re getting into up there, so I want to see it before I make up my mind about anything.”

“Shitter has shown some real progress,” Nika suggested. “I think he’s really starting to take to being a leader.”

“He’s not as much of a natural as Sawsaw, but he’s coming along alright,” I agreed. “I just wish he could outgrow his desire to slaughter a sheep before every mission. He should be able to stay focused without killing livestock every time I need him in the underdark.”

“He will outgrow it,” Nika said. “Shitter is just a growing gob, but he will be good like Sawsaw. You will see.”

“Well, Sawsaw never needed sheep bribes, but I hope you’re right,” I said. “Because he’s already killed so many damn sheep that I’ve had to buy a whole flock from a farmer south of Buckshire, and I had to expand the grazing pasture, too.”

“Yes, and look how wonderful his training has been going!” Nika said. “He and his squad killed all four bounty hunters during their last scouting mission away from the homestead, and wasn’t that wonderful?”

“They did a great job of killing them, but they also tossed the body parts behind them as they finished gnawing on them,” I sighed. “They were scattered all over the hills for almost a mile, and I only found out about that because Sawsaw went to make sure that Shitter covered his tracks.”

“It is not natural for gobs to cover up their kills,” Nika reasoned.

“Yeah, but they’re not just goblins,” I said. “They’re human-goblins, and we live in the human world, so we have to play by certain rules if we want to keep our family safe.”

“I love how much you love your family, Ken Jewell,” Nika said as she slipped her other arm through mine. “But you should worry less. Shitter will learn to be a good leader like Sawsaw, and he will learn to cover up his kills like a good human. His gob squad will be as fierce as Sawsaw’s. You will see!”

“I hope you’re right,” I replied but then realized I couldn’t guide the cart forward again now that my arm was looped with Nika’s. “Uh, your arm is making this a little difficult, babe.”

“Oops!” Nika giggled. “I just like feeling how big and strong your muscles are, and I got a little distracted by--”

“Quiet!” Khara hissed.

“Oh, are the pregnancy hormones making you jealous?” Nika whispered. “Ruby and I could leave you two alone for a minute if you--”

In one swift movement, Khara leaped over the cart of loot, grabbed Nika around the waist with one arm, and clamped her other hand over my goblin wife’s dark green lips. The corners of Nika’s eyes crinkled up in delight as she tried to say something else, but Khara just pushed her hand more tightly against the green-skinned woman’s mouth until Nika stopped making any noise.

Then Khara kept her hands where they were and carefully sniffed the air. Ruby inched closer to me and grabbed my bicep, and I pulled out my buck knife with my left hand in case there was any trouble. I couldn’t smell anything except for the sweet cinnamon scent that seemed to cling to Ruby’s hair and made me think of Christmas and bonfires and hot chocolate all rolled into one.

I half-expected a balor to come around the corner up ahead, but I didn’t even hear the sound of a loose rock, much less anything that sounded like a whip-wielding demon of fire.

“Never mind,” Khara said just as suddenly as she had told us all to be quiet. “It seems to be nothing.”

“That might have been nothing, but you were still fucking terrifying,” Ruby said with an admiring gaze at the tall orc woman.

“Mmmff fmm hmm mmm fffh!” Nika said, but her words were muffled by Khara’s palm.

“My apologies,” Khara said and dropped her hand.

“You don’t have to apologize!” Nika said. “That was very exciting, and I liked feeling your big breasts pressing up against my back while you were trying to make me be quiet! I imagined you doing that while our husband slammed his cock into my—”

“What did you smell?” I interrupted.

“I smell nothing now,” Khara replied. “It was probably my hormones.”

“Khara, what did you think that you smelled?” I demanded again.

“I swear I thought I smelled an orc nearby,” my brunette wife admitted.

“Are orcs as fucking smelly as goblins?” Ruby asked.

“Only some orcs, but not all,” Khara replied. “I thought I smelled the camouflage mud that one of my tribe’s enemies sometimes uses, but now I smell nothing.”

“Where did you think you smelled it?” I asked.

“Down that tunnel.” Khara nodded to a tunnel off to the left.

“Oh, you found it!” Nika gasped. “That is the cave where you and Ken Jewell had your first delightful lovemaking!”

“Shit, stay here,” I warned, but of course none of my monster wives listened to me.

They all followed me down the tunnel instead until we came out into the chamber where Khara and I had lost our clothes. The walls were covered with little gildensense mushrooms that smelled and felt like vanilla body oil when they were crushed, and my spine tingled with pleasure when I remembered the way the oil felt as it glistened across mine and Khara’s bodies.

All of the mushrooms were intact now though, so there was no scent of cupcakes in the air. I also didn’t smell anything that might be muddy orc camouflage, and even though Khara sniffed the air again, she didn’t seem to smell anything, either.

“My pregnancy has been making me smell many strange things lately.” Khara shrugged.

“Is that normal?” I asked.

“Yes, I expected it,” the orc warrior replied. “It is simply my baby’s method of getting me to attack the innocent. Orc children thrive on that kind of thing in the womb. Sometimes, I smell things that are not really there, or I think I smell an enemy when it is actually only the small dwarf or the strawberries in the garden.”

“Fuck!” Ruby swore. “Thanks for not eating me like a strawberry, I guess.”

“You can eat me like a strawberry anytime you want!” Nika offered. “I am sure Ken Jewell would love that, too! We can even use whipped cream and chocolate!”

“I don’t think that’s the kind of eating that Khara was talking about,” I chuckled. “But I’ll make a note of that for future reference.”

“Hey, just for the record, I’m into fucking whipped cream and strawberries, too!” Ruby stuck out her impossibly cute tongue. “I’m just not into having my bone marrow gnawed on by a super pregnant, super sexy orc woman, okay?”

“That seems fair,” I said with a grin. “But you definitely don’t smell any orcs now, Khara?”

“No, the scent is completely gone,” the brunette warrior replied.

“Then let’s hope it was just your pregnancy hormones,” I said. “But since we’re already here, let’s see if we can find the clothes we left behind. There should be a scaly bikini top and a white t-shirt.”

“Or at least, what’s left of one,” Khara added. “I did shred it to pieces while we were fighting. Or was that during the part where we were fucking?”

“I don’t know,” I laughed. “The lines got kind of blurry there for a few minutes.”

We searched every inch of the cavern. Nika took it upon herself to search every crack between the gildensense mushrooms, and she managed to squeeze a little vanilla oil out of almost every single one. The slender goblin beauty giggled and rocked her body back and forth in pleasure as she dripped the oil all over different parts of her body, but she was so happy with herself that I couldn’t be mad.

Khara searched the far side of the cave, I took the middle, and Ruby took the section closest to the entrance. But no matter how much moss I sifted through or turned over, I couldn’t find any trace of our shredded clothing. There wasn’t even a thread left behind, and when my wives couldn’t find anything, either, I knew that could only mean one thing.

Someone else had found our clothes first.
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Chapter 3

“Well, shit,” I muttered.

“What the fuck do we do now?” Ruby asked. “And more importantly, who the fuck took your fucking clothes?”

“Maybe some baby basilisks got confused and thought there were people inside the clothes, so they gobbled them right up,” Nika suggested. “We could try to find basilisk poop and see if your clothes have passed out of their system!”

“I doubt even baby basilisks would fail to recognize the difference between clothes and people inside clothes,” Khara said. “Someone either took the clothes for scraps, or someone took them because they’re looking for us.”

“Then let’s just hope it was a resourceful goblin like Nika,” I said. “Maybe somebody just saw the clothes and wanted to make something new out of them.”

“That might be wishful thinking, but I hope you’re right,” Ruby sighed.

“Nimble Fingers is right,” Nika said. “There are not many resourceful goblins like me, Ken Jewell. Most are soooo stupid.”

“Nika is certainly the best of all the goblins.” Khara nodded.

“Well, you are definitely right about that,” I chuckled. “Khara, are you absolutely sure that you can’t pick up any sort of trail or any kind of scent of orcs having been here?”

“I am convinced the scent of orc earlier was only my hormones,” Khara replied. “But I will check one more time to be certain.”

While Khara started sniffing around the edges of the cavern, I retraced our steps that led into the cave.

There was a chance that human bounty hunters had taken our clothes in their efforts to hunt me down. Based on the talk I’d heard in Buckshire and Hamstead, the villagers were split about fifty-fifty on if they thought I was still hiding out in the underdark or living somewhere on the surface. So it was possible some bounty hunters had come down this way looking for me.

But it would have been nothing short of a miracle for humans to make it this far down into the underdark with their hearts and lungs still inside their bodies.

Besides, I was pretty sure most humans wouldn’t be able to cover their tracks this well. I couldn’t find any trace that human boots had crushed the moss down here, so if a human was responsible for taking our clothes, then it must have been one hell of a professional bounty hunter.

“Should we be worried?” Ruby whispered as she grabbed my arm.

“Nah.” I smiled down at the impossibly cute redhead. “We have a strong perimeter, a growing army of gob boys, one very deadly little siren girl, four badass women from the underdark, and Handsome. We can handle whoever took our clothes if they try to cause us any trouble.”

“And don’t forget the most important part of all!” Nika bounced over to grab my other bicep. “We have the fiercest, sexiest, tallest king and husband in all the land on our side!”

“The tallest?” I smirked.

“Yes, of course!” Nika replied. “You have many amazing qualities as a king and provider. Being tall is just one of them! It forces all lesser beings to look up at you like you are the brilliant shining suns about to engulf them in flames.”

“A very important quality in a king,” Ruby snickered.

“Exactly!” Nika smiled.

After Khara and I both finished searching for any kind of trail, the beautiful orc warrior rejoined us close to the entrance. She was panting a little, even though she hadn’t physically exerted herself at all, and I wondered if the effect of slaughtering all the kobolds had worn off, and now her pregnant bloodlust was kicking in again.

“It is difficult to smell anything besides the intoxicating scent of these mushrooms,” Khara announced as she grazed her fingers up and down the vanilla oil that glistened on her gray skin. “But I can find no trace that orcs have been here.”

“Then there’s nothing else we can do about it now,” I said. “We’ll go home and continue on with our plans to fortify the homestead, and we’ll be ready for anything that might come at us.”

“Even if it’s a fucking two thousand strong orc army?” Ruby asked with adorable concern in her hazel eyes.

“Yep,” I answered.

“Even if it’s a troop of human bounty hunters who all come to slay us in our beds?” Nika whispered.

“Yep,” I repeated.

“Tell us what you will do to them if they come against your family,” Khara moaned, and she trailed her fingers down between her heavy breasts and started to slide them across her stomach toward her shorts.

“Uhh, kill them?” I ran my fingers through my hair.

“But how?” Khara moaned again, and then she shuddered in pleasure from the vanilla oil that now covered her body.

I knew my monster wives loved to hear all the details of how I planned to gut and dismember my enemies, but it wasn’t really my style. I was more of a get-right-to-the-point, shoot-or-stab the bad guys kind of man, even if my wives preferred to tell our enemies all the horrific ways they were about to suffer before they actually killed them.

And right now, it looked like Khara was about to get super distracted if I even hinted at anything that I planned to do to our enemies, so I decided to shift the subject as quickly as possible.

“I’ll tell you what,” I said and then took a deep breath. “Why don’t you all spend the trip back to the surface thinking about all the ways you’d like to kill a group of bounty hunters or an orc army? Then you can tell me all your plans, and whoever comes up with the most outrageous plan gets a prize. Like Matilda’s next batch of baked goods.”

“Oh, Matilda would be a very tasty prize,” Khara purred.

“Matilda’s baked goods,” I corrected.

“Isn’t that what I said?” Khara licked her lips.

“Aaaanyway…” I said as I pinched the bridge of my nose. “We’ll forget about the clothes for now, but since there’s no way to know for sure who took them, that means I want to step up our plans to rob the quarry. I’m less worried about bounty hunters, but if we’re gonna have to face an orc army sooner rather than later, we need to steal that granite and start on our defensive wall.”

“We will tear into little bloody pieces anyone who comes against us,” Nika said. “But I hope it is orcs! That would be such a wonderful battle with so much blood and fire.”

“Personally, I’m hoping for bounty hunters,” I chuckled. “I’d like to have a little more time to construct a stone perimeter before we have to deal with an orc army.”

“Either fucking way, we’ve got our fucking work cut out for us,” Ruby said. “We need to scout the quarry so I can make a list of supplies and get to work on whatever we need.”

I led my wives back to our cart of loot and then back toward the surface. It was a long route, but the wheels of the mining cart made the trip easier, and so did the wheelbarrow that we transferred all our goods into once we reached the end of the railway.

On our way out of the underdark, Khara kept growling happily every few seconds, and I guessed that she was coming up with a whole host of glorious plans to disembowel our enemies. Nika did the same thing, except she giggled instead of growled, and every few minutes, she started to sing a little tune about “drippity droppity, lungs go floppity.” Only Ruby was completely quiet, but whenever I glanced over at her, the petite woman’s plush pink lips were pressed together in a tight line, and her button nose was scrunched up in a cute picture of concentration.

I meant it when I told my women that I was less concerned about bounty hunters than orcs, but I wished there was a way to know if professionals had really been looking for me in the underdark. If it was someone skilled enough to survive down here and not leave a trail, that meant it wasn’t some villager looking to cash in on a pile of gold as a reward for my capture. It could be a professional tracker or soldier, and that would make me pretty damn nervous.

But since I couldn’t do anything about it now, I knew the best thing was to focus on building up my defenses back home. Then we could take on any force of humans or monsters that might find us.

After we reached the surface and loaded up Charlie’s cart with all our loot, Ruby and Nika climbed into the back to sit with all the treasure. Khara sat up high in the driver’s seat beside me so I could keep an eye on her. I had let her ride in the back once, and the beautiful orc woman had bounded after a deer so fast that I lost sight of her in about ten seconds flat.

When we started on the last leg of the ride from the underdark cave back home, I saw the mid-afternoon suns flash across a vibrant purple tail in the river to our left. A second later, the honey-blonde hair of my siren daughter popped up out of the water, and she waved to me with a giggle before she dove back under the surface.

“Did you bring me lots of loot, Sergeant Daddy?” Abby giggled the next time her head broke through the surface.

“Lots and lots, princess,” I said. “You’re probably the richest little girl in the whole world about now, or if you’re not, you will be soon.”

Abby flipped over to swim on her back so she could give me two thumbs up, and I laughed at the sight of my little siren girl giving me just about the most human gesture I could think of. Except for maybe one that only involved the middle finger, but I was going to try not to teach her that any time soon. Her auntie Ruby had already accidentally taught Abby how to swear like a sailor, so if I could keep hand gestures out of it, I might still be able to count that as a victory.

“Hey, sweetie?” I asked the next time Abby’s blonde hair rose up out of the water. “Can you swim on home and tell your mom that we’re almost there? Then I want you to get dried off.”

“But the water feels so good!” Abby pouted.

“Yeah, but I bet hearing about our adventures in the underdark and seeing all the treasures we got would feel better,” I pointed out.

“Oh yes, definitely!” Abby dove back below the water so fast that her tail sent a geyser of water up out of the river, and Charlie only barely avoided a cool blast of river water to the head.

“You are so good with her,” Nika sighed. “I cannot wait until you make me pregnant with a girl, Ken Jewell.”

“Me, too.” I grinned. “Ruby? Khara? Any idea about whether you’re pregnant with boys or girls?”

“No,” Ruby huffed. “Dwarves never know until the damn thing pops out. It’ll be a fucking surprise, that’s all I know for sure.”

“A perfectly adorable and wonderful surprise!” Nika said.

“It is still too early for me to tell,” Khara said. “But I hope it is a girl. I would love to give Abby a sister as deadly as she is.”

The homestead came into sight up ahead. The wooden perimeter wall was a solid nine feet high with briars on top that acted like barbed wire. It was thick enough to walk on top of, as long as I wore my boots to avoid the thorns, and the two watchtowers in the northeast and southeast corners stood about three feet taller than the wall itself. The other two towers in the far corners of the wall were the same height, but I knew it would all have to be replaced with stone eventually if we wanted to make our home as secure as possible.

And if I wanted to give Nika the royal castle she had always dreamed of.

I flicked the reins to urge Charlie forward a little faster, but I saw that the drawbridge was already being lowered down. Abby must have really swum back home quickly to let her brothers know we were almost there, and I smiled at how strong the drawbridge looked as it was lowered over the trench.

As I guided Charlie toward the drawbridge, Khara suddenly twisted around in her seat like she was about to jump out and run all the way back to the underdark. My arm shot out to grab her around the waist, but she turned forward again right away.

“Do not worry, Ken Jewell,” Khara chuckled, even though her laugh sounded a little like a growl. “I feel my appetite growing again, so I only wanted to grab a snack that I brought with us.”

“What did you--” I stopped myself when I saw what she had in her hand.

My orc wife raised a half-gnawed kobold leg to her lips like she had just plucked it out of a bucket of the Colonel’s fried chicken. Then she tore off a strip with her fangs and then chewed it happily before she offered a bite to Nika.

“Thank you so much, but you should probably eat it yourself,” Nika said. “We don’t want you getting angry and going after the chickens again, so have as much of that kobold leg as you want!”

“Ruby, do you want any?” Khara held the half-eaten leg out to the small woman.

Ruby immediately leaned over the side of the cart like she was going to puke, but she twisted back around a few seconds later.

“False alarm!” my redheaded wife said cheerfully, even though her face was a little paler than usual. “But um, no thanks, Khara. I’m good.”

“Suit yourself.” Khara shrugged and went back to chowing down on the last of the lizard-like scales like it was the crispiest part of the chicken skin.

“Husband, I have saved the marrow for you,” Khara said when she had torn almost everything else off the bone. “Would you like it?”

“I’m with Nika,” I said quickly. “You should have the marrow if you want it.”

“You are truly such a good provider,” the brunette orc warrior sighed. “I am lucky you bested me in wrestling and then filled me with your seed.”

“Me, too,” I chuckled.

As soon as we reached the drawbridge, Charlie’s hooves clopped over the thick wood, and the cart rumbled along behind him all the way into the clear grassy area in front of our house.

Calli was standing on the porch steps between Handsome and Abby. The scruffy black wolf-dog looked like he had just taken a dip in the river, and I suspected my little girl had used the fierce wolf like a towel to dry off so she could grow legs and run up to the house to greet me.

I smiled at the little siren but then turned all my attention toward her breathtaking mother. Calli was dressed in a shimmering gown the same color as her scales when she was in the water. It caught the afternoon light and sent flashes of green and purple all across the porch, and Handsome tried to snap his jaws at every new flash of light. The blonde siren looked like she should be in a Bond movie or on the cover of an expensive fashion magazine, and the shy way she smiled at me, like she wasn’t completely sure if I would like her dress or not, made my damn heart stop.

“Hey, beautiful,” I told Calli with a smile.

“I am so happy you are back,” the beautiful siren sighed. “I cleaned the whole house this morning, checked all our supplies, took a shift in one of the watchtowers, and just made a fresh batch of quiches for you with Matilda’s help. But nothing has made the time go by fast enough! I missed you…”

“Do not worry, Calli,” Nika declared. “Ken Jewell has brought us back enough loot to make us richer than every human in the land!”

“Are there any weapons we can use to murder people, please?” Abby asked politely.

“Don’t you have enough already?” I chuckled and then glanced over at my gob boys all lined up beside my house.

Torrance, Maximus, and Matilda were nowhere to be seen, but I figured they were busy with the livestock or the crops, so I would see them later. But Markus was front and center with my goblin sons, and I was always glad to see how much he and his siblings had put on some muscle since coming to the homestead.

Then the youngest gob elbowed Blink, but Blink thought it was my second youngest son. Blink shoved the other boy in response, but they were all pressed so close together that my second youngest thought Markus had tried to push him, so he sank his teeth right into the human boy’s shoulder.

Sawsaw was on him before I could even jump down from the cart. My eldest picked up the gob by the scruff of his neck, set him down away from Markus, and then patted the human’s injured shoulder.

“Sawsaw,” my eldest son sighed.

“That’s okay, thanks.” Markus wiped the blood away. “It’s just a scratch.”

“Sorry about that, Markus,” I said before I glared at my second youngest son. “Now, what did I say about biting?”

“Gob sorry.” The little green monster hung his head down.

“It’s okay,” I said, and then as a joke to distract him, I picked up what was left of the kobold leg. “Here, go fetch!”

I threw the kobold leg to the left of the house, and I was a little surprised when the bitey gob tore off after it like a Labrador. As soon as he found it, the goblin boy picked it up in his teeth like we were playing honest-to-god fetch and then trotted back over and dropped it at my feet.

“Fetch!” he said proudly.

“Uh… yeah, good job, buddy,” I laughed. “You fetched.”

“No, Fetch!” The gob pointed his thumb at himself. “Me Fetch. You Da.”

“Oh, goddammit,” I groaned. “That’s your name? You really want to be called Fetch?”

“Fetch!” the goblin boy shouted. “Fetch! Fetch!”

Then he got so excited that he tackled both Canigo and Blink to the ground. They rolled over and knocked Timber down, and then they pulled my youngest goblin son into the mix, too. Shitter was trying his best to stay out of it like Sawsaw, but when his brothers bowled him over, he immediately joined the wrestling match with gusto.

“Ken Jewell, this is a wonderful day!” Nika cried. “Now all of your sons except for the youngest have chosen names for themselves!”

“I was trying to avoid a name like Fuck,” I muttered. “I didn’t think he would want to name himself like a dog.”

“Goblins cannot help what they name themselves.” Nika shrugged. “When we like a word, we just like it!”

“It seems we have no further use for this.” Khara picked up the kobold leg and pitched it toward the left of the house again.

Fetch had been in the middle of all his brothers, but the moment the kobold leg went flying overhead, he popped out of the wrestling match and tore after the gnawed limb. He leaped high enough to catch the bone with his teeth, and then he galloped back toward us and dropped it at my feet.

“Fetch!” he said again.

“Ah, fuck me,” I muttered. “Alright, here you go, kid.”

I stood up in the cart to throw the leg this time, chucked it as far as possible, and laughed as I watched Fetch race after it as fast as his little green legs could carry him.

“Markus, can you grab Charlie and take care of him?” I asked.

“You bet, Mr. Ken!” the human boy replied.

“Sawsaw, I want you and the rest of the gobs to get this treasure unloaded,” I said. “Put it with all the other stuff, except for any tools you find. Those go to Ruby’s workshop.”

“Sawsaw,” my son agreed.

On top of rebuilding the destroyed bridge during the last four weeks, I had also built a workshop for my dwarven wife. She had accumulated so many tools that she really needed a space of her own, so I built her a small wooden shed between the house and the barn. When I finished it last week, Ruby had been over the moon about it, and she had thanked me for it with four or five rounds of vigorous lovemaking.

“Now, did somebody say something about fresh quiches?” I asked Calli. “Because I’m starved.”

“I set the table for you as soon as Abby told me you were almost home,” Calli said. “Everything is ready for you.”

I hopped down from the cart, helped Nika and Ruby jump down, and turned to help Khara, but my orc wife had already leaped out of the cart and strode up the porch steps two at a time. I had to throw the kobold leg for Fetch one more time to get him out of my hair, and then we all headed inside the house with Calli and Abby so we could eat and fill them in on our underdark expedition.

The table setting made it look like we had been gone for a week instead of one morning and half an afternoon. Six quiches were laid out across the wooden table so we could each eat a whole one ourselves if we wanted to, and there was a whole platter of smoked trout in the center. Mountains of fried cornbread finished the table, along with a glass of ale for me and fresh water for the women.

“Damn, Calli!” I whistled. “You really went to town in the kitchen, didn’t you?”

“Of course she didn’t go to town, silly,” Nika giggled. “We have everything we need for food on the homestead!”

“I am not as skilled as Nika or Matilda in the kitchen, but I did the best I could,” Calli said.

“It’s perfect,” I told her. “Thank you.”

By the time we finished eating, I was absolutely stuffed, but my siren wife immediately brought in a tray with coffee for me and peppermint tea for the four women and Abby.

“I really don’t need any coffee,” I groaned as I patted my stomach.

“You will want some when Matilda gets here,” Calli assured me. “She said she was baking something very special, and I should make coffee and tea to go along with it.”

“Shit,” I muttered, since I already knew I wouldn’t be able to refuse anything the poor girl offered, or she would take it as a personal offense. “So, you and Matilda got along fine today?”

“Oh yes, she is really so very nice!” Calli said. “I know sometimes she pretends to forget that we are friends, but that is only because seventeen seems like such a difficult age for human girls.”

“I tried to play with her in the water, but I don’t think she liked my game,” Abby sighed.

“Was it the game where you pull someone down into the water and see how long before their face turns purple?” Nika asked. “I love that game!”

“Yes, but Matilda didn’t,” Abby pouted.

“Humans can’t play that game, remember?” I ran my fingers through my hair. “Actually, nobody but sirens should be playing that game. You all need to be really careful with how you treat Matilda, okay?”

“Don’t worry about silly little girl games, husband,” Calli said as she reached over to squeeze my hand. “We will love and care for Matilda. Now, tell us about Ashgor!”

“It was mostly just the usual,” I answered. “We killed a few monsters, grabbed a lot of treasure, and--”

“Oh, Ken Jewell,” Nika sighed heavily to interrupt me. “If it is a human trait to be so humble about your brilliant exploits, then that is simply more proof that you are the best man in this world or in your homeworld! In any world!”

“Calli didn’t get to see you down there,” Ruby added. “We’ve gotta paint a fucking picture for her so she can relive it.”

“Okay, but honestly, we mostly let Khara do the heavy lifting when it came to the killing,” I chuckled. “We ran into another small pack of werewolves on the way down, but Khara and I tore them apart in a few seconds.”

“How?” Abby rested her chin in her hands, and her brown eyes shone up at me. “How did you tear them apart, Daddy?”

“Uh, with my buck knife?” I scratched my head. “I opened two of their carotids and stabbed the third one through the heart.”

“Did you twist your knife and break his rib cage?” the little siren whispered.

“Nah, I just let him bleed out,” I answered. “Khara, would you like to share what you did to the other three?”

“I sank my claws through the first one’s throat until I crushed his windpipe,” Khara growled. “I threw him into a pit, and then I grabbed both of the other wolves before they could react. I smashed their heads together so hard that they broke open like rotten pumpkins.”

“You’re both amazing!” Calli smiled. “I know my little Abby will learn so much from both of you.”

“She will,” Khara agreed.

“So just a few werewolves on the way down,” I said. “At some point we’re gonna have to figure out where they’re coming from. They seem to be on the move a lot more than they used to be, and I want to make sure we’re not missing anything there. Anyway, there were a couple groups of kobolds, too. One that Khara destroyed on the way home, and one that we found in Ashgor, but they were already fighting a group of hodons. We let them almost all kill each other, and then we killed the hodons that were still alive.”

“I’m actually surprised there aren’t more monsters in Ashgor with all the loot down there,” Calli said.

“Eh, there might be a lot of loot, but there’s no good way to get it out,” I said. “Now that we destroyed the bridge, the only real way into the city is the hundred-foot cliff.”

“That is why it would make a perfect death maze!” Abby said as she twirled her long blonde hair. “Wouldn’t you love a whole city of death traps, Ruby? It would be the bestest present ever!”

“If I do give it to Ruby as a present, then she would get to decide what to do with it herself,” I said firmly. “Her people are the ones who built it in the first place, so she might not actually want it to become a maze of rotting dead bodies.”

“But--”

“Now’s not the time, sweetie,” I cut off my little angel, or I knew she would never let the subject go. “Any plans we make for Ashgor will have to wait for now. I want to scout that quarry tonight.”

“Someone took our clothes from the chamber where Ken Jewell and I first f--”

“You know the chamber,” I quickly interrupted my orc wife with a glance at Abby.

My little girl might be as murdery as my sons, but she didn’t need to hear about the first time Khara and I had fucked in the underdark.

“You’re worried that someone will track us here?” Calli guessed.

“Maybe,” I said. “We have watchtowers and scouting patrols that should nip anything in the bud long before anyone reaches us, but we’ve waited long enough now. I want to go look at the granite quarry tonight so we can finally make some solid plans to rob it.”

“I am sure we are quite safe here,” Calli said with a smile that made my head spin. “Anyone who tries to hurt us will suffer deeply before we kill them.”

“Our contest!” Nika gasped. “I almost forgot about our contest to see who gets to eat Matilda’s sweet treats!”

“Fuck, I forgot about that, too,” I said. “Okay, shoot. How would you all kill a group of bounty hunters or an orc army if they showed up outside our walls?”

“Stab their lungs!” Nika cried immediately. “But only one lung at a time. Then they would slowly gasp for air while I danced around them and cut off their limbs one at a time. I would make each enemy cry the name of Clan Jewell with their last breath, and then I would stabby-stab their other lung until they were dead.”

“What about creatures who only have one lung?” Khara smirked. “Or more than two?”

“Oh!” Nika frowned. “Hmm. I guess I would slice through the muscles and tendons of their ankles so they couldn’t run away, and then I would ask them very nicely how many lungs they had!”

“Solid plan.” I grinned. “Khara, what about you?”

“I would kill enough of them that I forced the rest of them to retreat,” Khara said. “Then I would track them to their dens and watch them. After they all finished licking their wounds, I would set fire to their homes to force them out, so they would know what it feels like to be attacked in the place where they feel safest. Then when they ran out to escape, I would tear their heads off each of their bodies with nothing but my claws.”

“Damn, that’s good, too,” I muttered.

“Can you top that, small dwarf?” Khara snickered.

“Probably not, but here it goes,” Ruby laughed. “First, I’d knock them all out with stone projectiles from catapults. Oh, by the way, I’d like to build some catapults. Then I’d go from one enemy to the next, cut off their balls, and drop their ballsacks on their eyes like blindfolds. Then I’d chop off their dicks and force feed them down their throats, and then when they started to either choke or bleed to death, I’d slit their throats and put them out of their misery.”

“Jesus,” I said. “How am I supposed to decide between three such different but terrifying plans?”

“Sorry, am I interrupting?” Matilda asked.

I hadn’t even heard the girl come in through the back door, but now she stood there with three trays of baked goods. One was piled high with the pink sugar cookies that were my little girl’s favorite, the second was filled with strawberry cupcakes topped with red buttercream frosting, and the third tray was balanced on the human girl’s head, so I couldn’t see what was on top. Matilda glanced at everyone seated at the table, but when she saw Khara staring back at her, the slender brunette damn near tripped over her own feet.

“You’re not interrupting at all!” Calli said quickly as she jumped up and grabbed the tray from Matilda’s head before it spilled. “I just served the coffee and tea, so you are right on time.”

Calli set the third tray on the table so I could see that it was a strawberry pie, but each strawberry had been carefully sliced to resemble a heart. Then each strawberry heart had been arranged in the pattern of a series of larger red hearts all across the top of the pie.

“I made cookies for Abby and anyone else who wants them,” Matilda gulped. “The pie is f-for Ken, or uh, I mean anybody can have it really. I was just thinking about him when I made it. Oh, not that I was thinking about you, Ken! Or, not that I wasn’t not thinking about you? I just meant that I, uh… anyway, the cupcakes are mostly for Ruby, but if anybody else--”

“The cupcakes are all for me, not just mostly,” my redheaded wife interrupted. “Since the chocolate cake projectile puke incident, I haven’t been up for any more cake, but I still have a sweet tooth that would put a pixie to shame.”

“Are pixies known for having sweet tooths?” I laughed.

“Oh, Ken Jewell, that is a well-known fact!” Nika said. “You are so good at dominating every creature in the underdark that sometimes I forget you are not from our world.”

“Anyway,” Ruby huffed as she held out her hands for the tray of red-icing topped cupcakes. “Unless you all want to deal with a pissed off, pregnant dwarf, you’ll keep your hands off my cupcakes. Ya hear?”

“Are you going to be this feisty for your whole pregnancy?” Nika grabbed the cupcake tray and set it down in front of the petite redhead. “Please say yes! I love when you get all feisty, and your big, milk-filled breasts bounce around like they have something to say, too.”

“Hey, I’m only about a fucking month and a half into like a six-month pregnancy,” Ruby said through mouthfuls of strawberry cupcake. “That means I’ve only just started to get feisty. You have no idea.”

“How exciting!” Nika clapped her hands.

“So, Ken Jewell.” Khara licked her lips as her red eyes seemed to devour Matilda. “Ruby has the cupcakes, but there is still a tray of cookies and a large pie and a small human girl. Tell me, who wins our contest and gets the prize?”

“Um, just to be clear, I’m not part of this eating contest, right?” Matilda swallowed.

“No.” I glared at my hungry orc wife. “I’m declaring it a three-way tie, so everybody gets to have a little of everything.”

“Yay!” Nika jumped up and started distributing cookies to everyone. “This all looks so tasty! You didn’t poison anything, did you?”

“Of course not!” Matilda gasped.

“That’s okay, there’s always next time,” Nika replied with a wink. “I know how dangerous seventeen-year-old human girls can be when they want another woman’s husband.”

“But I would never--”

“But you don’t have to be scheming!” Nika laughed. “I’m sure Ken Jewell will take you as a wife soon enough and fill you with delightfully pink babies. We can share him with you. You will like it. You will see.”

“I-I-I,” Matilda stuttered as she turned various shades of red.

“You forgot a knife for the pie,” Khara interrupted. “Do not worry, pretty little human. I will get one for you.”

“I don’t know if that’s the best idea,” Calli said from the head of the table, but Khara had already slipped away from the table and into the kitchen.

“Is there something I should know about?” I glanced between Calli and Matilda.

“N-no, everything is fine!” Matilda said. “Don’t worry about me, Ken. I don’t want to be any trouble!”

“Matilda can’t help that she’s so pretty and soft.” Calli shrugged. “She looks like just the kind of delicious meal we might devour in the underdark.”

“But we would never eat her, Daddy!” Abby insisted. “She is our friend, and friends are not for eating.”

“Good girl,” I chuckled. “But Matilda, if Khara ever gives you any trouble--”

“I found a knife,” Khara growled from right behind Matilda, but the orc woman’s sudden reappearance made the human girl jump up with a little squeak.

“Th-thank you!” Matilda stammered, and then she tried to turn toward the brunette orc to take the knife from her.

Khara stood so close to Matilda that when the human girl turned toward her, her hips pressed right up against the orc woman’s, and Khara licked her small fangs.

“Give her the knife, Khara,” I ordered, since I didn’t like where this was going.

Especially since the knife Khara had found was a butcher knife meant to hack apart the corpse of an animal, when just a butter knife would have been plenty to slice the strawberry pie.

Khara glanced at me with a wild light in her red eyes, but she took a step back so Matilda could stumble backward. Then Khara lifted the butcher knife to her lips, ran her tongue along the flat side of the blade, and finally held the handle out to the human girl.

“All yours,” Khara purred. “For… cutting… and slicing… and… feasting…”

Matilda’s hand was shaking when she took the knife from Khara, so I stood up and reached across the table to take the blade from her.

“Let me do that,” I said. “Why don’t you just take a seat?”

The girl blinked her gray-blue eyes at me gratefully and damn near collapsed into the closest chair.

“Khara, you hand out all the plates,” I suggested as I started to slice through the heart-shaped strawberries.

“As you wish,” my orc wife purred, but she trailed her claws along the back of Matilda’s shoulders on her way to the stack of plates in the corner of the table.

“These cupcakes are delicious,” Ruby announced.

The sight of red buttercream frosting smeared on the tip of her button nose told me that she hadn’t been paying attention to anything but the baked goods that Matilda had made for her.

“Just a little bite,” Khara muttered as she set down plates in front of Nika and Ruby. “No, a little bite might hurt too much. Maybe two little bites? No, one very big bite, and do it fast!”

“Uh, Khara?” I asked. “Everything okay?”

But my orc wife seemed to be completely in her own world. She kept muttering under her breath as she set plates down in front of Calli and Abby, but when she tried to set a plate down in front of Matilda, her fingers tightened on the piece of pottery, and she slammed the plate down so it shattered into three pieces.

“Khara, what the--” I started, but my wives stepped in to handle the situation.

“I would like a cupcake!” Nika suddenly declared with a wink at Calli.

“But you can’t, they’re mine.” Ruby swallowed as tears welled up in her eyes, and she pulled the whole tray of cupcakes closer to herself.

“Just one!” Nika said, and her fingers moved so fast that she knocked a single strawberry cupcake from the tray onto the floor.

“Nooo!” Ruby wailed.

“I’ll get it!” Nika dove under the table.

Then Abby immediately slid out of her seat to join my goblin wife on the floor, and Calli stood up and moved toward Khara and Matilda. At the same time, the blonde siren started humming something softly. It was a calming melody, one that reminded me of some of the first lullabies Calli had sung for our daughter, but it was tinged with a hint of warning underneath the gentle notes.

Then I heard the sound of chains from underneath the table.

“Nika…” I warned.

“Nothing to see under here!” Nika called, even as the sound of rattling chains grew louder.

“Your goblin mouth is full of lies!” Khara snarled as she jumped to her feet, and I realized the wild light in her red eyes was even crazier than normal. “You will not stop me, puny goblin!”

“Oh, shit!” I yelped.

“Here, have a cookie!” Matilda grabbed a handful of pink sugar cookies and threw them at the orc warrior woman.

“I would rather have the one who made them!” Khara gnashed her teeth and lunged at the human girl.

Then several things happened at once.

I leaped onto the table to jump over it and stop Khara, but my foot landed squarely in the middle of the strawberry pie. My foot slid backward and threw my body forward, so I grabbed my orc wife’s arm and jerked her away from Matilda half a second before Khara’s teeth could sink into the girl’s neck.

But my sliding foot also kicked the ruined pie straight back into Ruby’s face. The small woman flailed around as she tried to get the strawberries and cream out of her eyes, and that made her knock her whole tray of cupcakes off the table. Calli dove toward the cupcakes to try and save them, but Ruby flung herself onto her back, threw her nimble fingers up into the air, and caught the tray just before it could scatter cupcakes all across the floor.

By the time Ruby saved the cupcakes, Nika sprang out from beneath the table with heavy chains in tow and jumped onto Khara’s back. I scrambled off the table of crushed cookies, barreled into the growling orc woman, and forced her away from Matilda. Nika started trying to clasp the chains around the brunette warrior’s wrists, and Abby wove in and out of Khara’s legs to try and grab her ankles.

“This is all just reminding me about the date you promised me, Ken Jewell!” Nika panted from her perch on Khara’s back.

“Really?” I asked as I twisted my back to avoid Khara’s long claws. “What about this reminds you of our date?”

“Everything!” Nika giggled. “The chains, the wrestling, the scent of vanilla from the gildensense mushrooms that is still on Khara’s body and is making my skin feel… ohhh, yes, that’s very good, Khara!”

“I will rip your eyeballs out and eat them as a snack!” the orc woman roared.

“Aw, I think your eyes are very pretty, too.” Nika patted the thrashing orc on the head. “But right now I am talking with Ken Jewell about how we are supposed to have a special date in the underdark the next time he puts a baby inside me!”

“Maybe we can talk about this later?” I pushed back harder on Khara so Abby could keep trying to secure her ankles.

“None of you will be able to talk after I rip the tongues from your heads!” Khara spat. “You cannot deny me the food I want, and it is the human girl I want as food!”

“No one is denying you food,” I said through gritted teeth as I wrapped both arms around her legs to keep her from kicking my jaw clean off my skull. “Calli or Ruby, a little help!”

“I’ve got it!” Calli leaped gracefully toward me and helped our daughter secure the chains around my orc wife’s ankles.

Khara’s arms and legs were locked up now, but she still whipped her head back and forth to try and knock one of us unconscious. Now that I had the advantage over her though, I slung her over my shoulder so her head bounced against my ass, and I started to carry her out of the house.

“Let’s put her in the treasure hold again until she cools down,” I sighed. “I hate doing it, but--”

“Pregnant orc women cannot be trusted,” Calli said. “She will cool down and feel better soon, and now we will not have to find another small human girl to make us delicious pink treats!”

“I’m not that small,” Matilda muttered. “I mean, I’m not big, but I’m not a little girl. I’ll be eighteen this winter, you know.”

“Matilda, that’s not the point--”

But I didn’t get to finish my thought. Khara’s head bounced against my ass at just the right angle, and she sank her fangs into the flesh of my butt cheek.

“Fuck!” I shouted.

“Oh, Ken Jewell, do not worry!” Nika cried. “I will kiss it and make it better, you will see!”

I jolted my shoulder straight up to shift Khara’s body, and it forced her to release her hold on my ass. Then Calli and Ruby both darted forward to grip the orc woman’s hair and pull her away from my body just enough so she couldn’t bite me again.

As soon as we were outside, Nika threw open the doors to the treasure hold. It was an underground chamber that we had dug out beside our root cellar, and I descended the wooden stairs carefully so I wouldn’t miss a step or drop Khara. Nika, Ruby, and Calli all followed right behind me, but Abby waited at the top of the stairs with Matilda.

“So, what about that date, Ken Jewell?” Nika whispered.

“We really should scout the quarry first,” I said as I used the light of glowing crystal lamps to pick my way through the gleaming piles of treasure. “I don’t know who took our clothes, but we need to be ready for them.”

“But I am ready now,” Nika pouted. “It has been over a month since you filled me with your warm gooey seed, Ken Jewell.”

“Only because you said we had to wait,” I reminded her. “You said you had a surprise for me, but we would have to wait a little bit longer for it.”

“Do you want to hear the surprise?” Nika asked. “It is such a wonderful surprise!”

“Hang on.” I set Khara down on one of the piles of gold coins and then jumped back before she could try to bite me again.

“Your pitiful chamber will never hold me!” Khara growled. “I will claw my way out and rip up the stones from the riverbed so I may use them to destroy your house! I will burn down your fields of crops, so you will know that you cannot imprison the great Kharazugelphi! I will--”

“Got it!” Ruby said from behind the orc woman.

Khara glanced back at the petite redhead, but my orc wife had been so distracted by threatening us that she hadn’t noticed Ruby sneaking behind her and securing her chains to the fastenings in the wall of the chamber.

“Traitor.” Khara glared at the small woman. “I was going to hold your hair the next time you puke a lake of chocolate vomit.”

“So sorry!” Ruby apologized. “I promise I’ll fucking make it up to you when you cool down from this round of batshit crazy, but--”

I lunged forward and grabbed the redhead seconds before Khara tried to bite her fingers again, only this time I wasn’t sure if she was playing or not.

“We’ll send down some food and drink soon,” I said. “As soon as you calm down, we’ll let you out again. You know the drill by now.”

I didn’t even bother to set Ruby down. I just carried the pregnant redhead upstairs, and once all of us were back on the surface, Nika secured another set of chains on the double doors to the treasure hold.

“It’s a good thing you had hidden that chain underneath the table, Calli!” Nika panted.

“Only because you thought it might come in handy,” the beautiful siren replied. “I hate that we have to use it at all, but I understand why.”

“Th-thank you, Ken,” Matilda whispered, and I had a hard time not rolling my eyes at the way she looked up at me in complete hero-worship. “You… you saved my life.”

“Technically, we all did,” I chuckled. “Now, Nika, what was the surprise you wanted to tell me about?”

“We have been waiting over four weeks to make a baby because it takes extra long to prepare my body for this pregnancy,” Nika answered. “And this pregnancy will last four weeks, not two.”

“You’re not planning on having twins that take twice as long to make or something, are you?” I winced at the thought of how much livestock twin gobs would chow through in their first few months of life.

“Not unless you want twins, Ken Jewell!” Nika said. “No, this pregnancy will take twice as long as a normal goblin pregnancy because goblin girls are twice as nice as goblin boys! Oh, that is the surprise! We are going to have very special sex that guarantees I will give you a girl!”

“I’m getting a sister?” Abby squealed.

“Only if your daddy says he is taking me on a date instead of scouting out a quarry filled with boring rocks,” Nika sighed.

“Please take her on a date!” Abby turned her big brown eyes on me, and I knew that I was absolutely helpless to resist anything my little girl asked.

“Okay, fine!” I laughed. “I’m still going to the quarry tonight, but Nika, you can come with me and Ruby to scout it out, and then we’ll do our date on the way back.”

“And then you will put a baby inside me?” Nika’s emerald eyes were shining.

“Yeah.” I grinned. “Then I’ll put a baby inside you.”
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Chapter 4

“I just don’t understand why we had to tell Abby that she couldn’t come with us,” Nika sighed.

“Because this is a scouting mission, remember?” I reminded my goblin wife. “And then it’s a date to get you pregnant, so it’s not exactly the place for a little girl. If we were trying to slay a bunch of shit, then maybe, but we’re just going to observe the quarry, make some plans, and then get out of there before anyone sees us.”

I caught Sawsaw’s gaze on the other side of his mother, and my eldest nodded like he was in complete agreement with me. Of course, I had also seen him comforting his inconsolable sister with a flower crown before we set off for the underdark, so I knew he also sympathized with her orders to stay home.

I was going to try to avoid fighting on this scouting mission if I could, though. We’d set out through our usual entrance into the underdark two or three hours ago, and we were headed in the direction of the cave close to Hamstead that I had first used to enter the underdark over a year ago.

Nika was pretty sure she could find an underground route from that area that would lead us north, and Ruby was certain she could help, too. We just needed to keep heading north until we found the cave exit close to the quarry that Torrance had mentioned.

Since this was a scouting mission, I had tried to keep our numbers as low as possible. Ruby, Nika, and Sawsaw were with me, but since Shitter was still busy trying to get his new gob squad in order, I included Canigo in our party tonight. This way, my two sons could escort Ruby safely back home after we finished scouting the quarry.

Then Nika and I could finally have our date.

I glanced at the little molle pack on my goblin wife’s shoulders and smiled at the picnic basket poking up out of the top. She told me she had packed a whole picnic of surprises that were all necessary to make sure we had a girl, but she refused to say another word about the basket until we were alone.

“I am sure you are right like always, Ken Jewell,” Nika said. “It’s just that Abby needs to go on a killing spree soon, or I’m afraid our little siren is going to get bored and very restless. Murdery girls like her need to murder quite often. It’s important for their growth.”

“I’ll make sure it’s handled,” I promised. “I’d hate for her to take after her auntie Khara and lose her shit one afternoon because she hasn’t killed recently enough.”

“Little siren girls aren’t as crazy as pregnant fucking orcs,” Ruby swore. “But they’re right up there.”

“Are you sure Khara will be alright in the hold until we get back?” I asked. “We’ve never left her locked up for more than a few hours.”

“Ken Jewell, do you like all your livestock to have beating hearts?” Nika asked.

“Obviously, but--”

“Do you like the human girl to still have all her limbs and eyeballs?” Nika continued. “Do you like everything at home always being the same as when you left it?”

“I know where you’re going with this,” I groaned.

“Then Khara should stay in the hold until we get back!” Nika declared. “It is the only way to keep everyone safe when she gets like this.”

“Her hormones will level out again soon,” Ruby said. “They always take a dip eventually, and then she gets a little less terrifying than usual. And if that starts to take too long, we’ll throw down a sheep or a deer or something for her to kill.”

“I know you’re right,” I said. “I just hate that this is the only way to stop her from hurting somebody when she gets all juiced up on pregnancy instincts.”

“Do not worry so much, Ken Jewell.” Nika patted my arm. “Abby and Calli will throw cookies into the hold to try to calm her, and they know what to do from there.”

“Maybe Abby will even catch another bounty hunter and throw him down there for Khara to toy with,” Ruby pointed out.

“Let’s hope there are no bounty hunters while we’re gone,” I sighed. “I know the gobs, Abby, Handsome, and Calliope can all handle them. It’s just hard to think about something happening while I’m away from home.”

“Abby kills last week.” Sawsaw scratched his mop of red hair.

“Yeah, I know, but that was just one villager who thought he would be the one to single-handedly bring in Crazy Ken for the reward,” I replied.

“From the way Abby talked about it, you’d think it had been an army of fifty men,” Ruby chuckled.

“Abby kills,” Sawsaw agreed.

“I know Handsome would never let anything happen to her,” I said. “But I’m glad you and your squad were right there with her too, Sawsaw. Otherwise, I never would have let her take on the bounty hunter by herself.”

“Are we talking about the same little girl who made all the werewolves’ brains explode out of their bodies with her death song?” Nika asked.

“Fair point,” I chuckled. “I’ve completely become an overprotective father, but I can’t help it. Even though I know Abby can handle herself way better than I could at her age.”

“Plus, she and Handsome are just so cute when they kill together!” Nika gave a little twirl that almost knocked an oozing green mushroom off the wall, but I grabbed her waist and pulled her back before the ooze slimed on her.

“They are a pretty deadly combo,” I said. “They’ve got a system down lately, too. Handsome herds the prey right to her, and then she can do whatever she wants with them.”

“Such a clever siren girl,” Nika sighed. “I cannot wait for her to have a goblin sister to run around and kill things with!”

“Sawsaw!” my eldest huffed.

“Of course you will always be special to Abby!” Nika said. “You will always be her oldest brother! But she needs a sister, too. It’s different with girls, that’s all.”

“Sawsaw,” he muttered, and he scowled at the ground while he worked on accepting this.

“I know, buddy.” I clapped my hand on his shoulder.

“Oh, what about that cavern for our sex picnic?” Nika pointed past Ruby down a purple glowing tunnel. “I think I smell fenigrin moss, and it is oh so very soft.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But let’s stay focused on the quarry right now. We’ll find a good spot for our picnic after that.”

“For our sex picnic,” Nika corrected. “Because we are going to have sex.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” I laughed, but then I had to take a deep breath when Nika bounced ahead of us all, because I had a full view of the way her tight little ass cheeks peeked out of her tiny Daisy Duke style shorts.

I was distracted by the sound of Ruby munching beside me, and when I looked over, the small redhead was happily eating a strawberry cupcake she’d saved from our dinner disaster.

“What?” Ruby asked with a mouthful of frosting. “It would be pretty fucking rude not to eat them after poor Matilda worked so hard to make everything.”

“I know, I feel bad about that strawberry pie,” I said. “I hope she’s not too upset about the whole thing.”

“She’s probably more upset that she almost got eaten again.” Nika shrugged. “Upset, but also thrilled that Ken Jewell saved her!”

“Wait, what do you mean ‘again?’” I demanded.

“Khara has only tried to eat her a few times,” Ruby assured me. “Most attempts weren’t too serious.”

“Shit,” I muttered. “I’ll have to keep an even closer eye on Khara than I have been.”

“What about this cave?” Nika gasped. “There are so many crystals, and they are so blue and shiny! I can already imagine the way the light will shine off your chiseled abdomen, and then off your thick, throbbing--”

“Quarry first,” I said firmly. “Then picnic.”

“Okay, but I will still be looking!” Nika called cheerfully. “I will just stay very quiet about it. We have to find a chamber with a lot of soft moss for the positions that we will need to use to make a girl. Sturdy mushrooms would be better for gripping the floor when you have me upside down, but--”

Canigo gagged and pretended to swing his war hammer around like he was going to hit himself in the head if he had to listen to his mom talk about sex any more. Even Sawsaw looked a little nauseous as Nika continued talking about all the requirements for our sex picnic cavern, and he glanced at me helplessly.

“Da!” Sawsaw covered his ears. “No good for gobs!”

“So much for Nika staying quiet about it,” Ruby snickered.

“Nika, you gotta stop talking about it,” I laughed. “Sawsaw and Canigo are gonna throw themselves into the next pit we find if you keep going on like this.”

“You two should be happy that your father and I have such an amazing sex life,” Nika said. “That does not usually ever happen for goblins! Does it happen very often for humans?”

“I don’t think so, not really,” I replied. “I mean… everyone likes to say they have a great sex life, but in all likelihood, one of the participating parties is usually less enthusiastic than the other. Now, with us, it’s--”

“A fucking competition to see who satisfied who the most,” Ruby chuckled with crumbs dotting her red lips. “I’m positive I won last time, though.”

“No chance.” I sent the dwarf a wink.

“See?” Nika turned toward her two boys triumphantly. “We are very lucky that we are so happy with your very virile and illustrious father!”

Sawsaw glared at the dark tunnel ahead and pretended he wasn’t listening anymore, and Canigo finally belched up a small bit of puke.

When we made the next turn, I stopped long enough to mark down this tunnel on the map I was creating. I had already mapped out so much of the underdark around our home, but this was a totally different ballgame. I still wasn’t completely sure how we were going to transport granite from the quarry to our home, but if we ended up needing to use the underdark, then I might as well have a map of the route we could take.

I had almost taken a route over the surface to reach the quarry and backtracked through the underdark from there, but I decided it was too early to play that hand. It was nighttime, so most humans would be locked up safely inside their homes, but I couldn’t run the risk that someone might see me, my wives, or my sons out in the open. And I definitely didn’t want anybody to see that we were heading to the quarry.

We would just keep heading north until we found the exit near the quarry, and then we’d figure out our next steps from there.

A grin sprang to my face at the thought. I was finally about to zero in on a quarry full of granite just waiting for me to take it like candy from a baby, and I was so excited that I almost had to pinch myself as a reminder that this was real.

I had been in this strange world for about a year, but it already felt like it had always been my home. Now, I had four incredibly beautiful and terrifying wives, eight children, three more on the way, and if everything went right with Nika tonight, there was about to be a fourth. We had an incredible homestead, plenty of food and resources to live in comfort, and I was about to rob some rich-ass duke for the granite I needed to turn my home into an impenetrable castle.

I’d done pretty well for a soldier from Earth.

After we passed the area where I’d entered the underdark for the first time, we traveled for about thirty more minutes through a maze of caverns. A river ran through most of them, and we had to actually wade through one cavern when we saw there was no other way around the water. Of course, I carried Ruby on my shoulders since she was so short that I worried the current would simply sweep her away.

Canigo felt something nibble at his ankle when he brought up the rear, but he smashed his war hammer down onto the creature so fast that it looked like a damn jackhammer, and the river filled with blood and guts before anyone could tell what the creature had been.

I figured it might be better not to ask, anyway.

But about thirty minutes north of the cave I’d found when I escaped the angry crowd of humans from Hamstead, Nika sniffed the air and pointed to a side tunnel.

“That leads to the surface,” my goblin wife announced.

“Then let’s go get an idea of where we are,” I said. “But let me go first.”

“Sawsaw,” my goblin son growled as he tightened his grip on his hatchet.

“Exactly,” I agreed. “You’ll be right behind me, then Ruby, then Nika, and Canigo will bring up the rear.”

“Sneak?” Canigo started to go into his camo mode.

“Not yet,” I said, and the disappointed gob turned green again. “I’ll let you know when though, okay?”

“Sneak sneak,” Canigo sighed.

My fingers itched to have my makeshift flashlight in hand, but I didn’t know what I would find on the surface world. The last thing I needed was to advertise my location to anyone within seeing distance, so I would just have to pop my head out and look around. I’d cleared plenty of places before in my time in the Army, and I could do the same thing here, even if the moon was bloody red and four times the size of Earth’s moon.

There were no creeping creatures in the tunnel that led to the surface, or at least not any I could see. My feet were completely silent on the thin red moss that coated the floor of this tunnel, and I only held an axe in my right hand. My M17 was in its usual holster, and my buck knife was within reach of my left hand, but I wanted to have one hand free since I had no idea what to expect on the surface.

Sure, we weren’t going to pop out of the underdark right in the middle of Hamstead, but I didn’t know how close this tunnel would be to any humans. I didn’t think we’d traveled far enough to be much further north than Hamstead, but I knew I might as well check our progress before we went any further through the underdark.

When I saw a pale light up ahead, I tightened my grip on my axe and leaned my body forward a little more to keep up with the steep slope of the tunnel. My path was getting a little narrower, but I could still stand up almost completely straight, and my wives and sons didn’t have any problem with the height of the cave.

It was a pretty typical tunnel by underdark standards. There was a little purple moss on the floor as it sloped up toward the light, but it also narrowed as the slope went on. I would have to army crawl for a short distance before I reached the surface.

A few seconds later, I dropped to all fours to keep going forward, and then I had to drop onto my stomach to pull myself the rest of the way. By the time I reached the end of the tunnel, my triceps were burning, but I burst through the thick ferns that hid the light and pulled myself out onto the surface of the world.

I rolled to my feet right away in case there were any enemies nearby, but since the place seemed deserted, I took a look around. The cave into the underdark had been completely covered by dense ferns that barely allowed any light down into the shaft. If any humans had just been walking along, they might have accidentally slipped into the sloped underdark entrance and then slid down into their worst nightmare.

No one else was around, so I gave the all-clear to my family. When they joined me on the surface, we saw that we were at the edge of a dense forest of oaks and evergreens, but about four feet away from us, the forest ended and a series of rolling green hills began.

After a quick glance at the huge red moon to get my bearings, I realized that the forest stood to the north, and the hills were to the south. That meant this must be the forest that Torrance had told me about when he first gave me directions to the granite quarry.

The stoic farmer had said that the main road through Hamstead ran through the downtown area, past the duke’s castle, and then into this forest. Then the road continued through the woods for about five miles before it came to a fork. The duke’s quarry was supposed to be about two miles down the left-hand road, and the cave entrance that the old man had mentioned was supposed to be about half a mile west of the fork in the road.

Since we were only at the edge of the forest instead of five miles deep into it, this was clearly a different exit from the underdark. And as far as I could tell, there was no trail or road that I could see in the low light, so we must not even be close to the main road.

Still, this might prove to be a useful entrance, depending on what else we found in our quest to scout the quarry, but first we needed to find Torrance’s cave and the quarry itself. Then we could go from there.

“This would be such a nice entrance for trapping humans!” Nika whispered. “They could just be prancing along through the forest and then crash-bang-boom! Down to their doom!”

“That’s catchy.” I smirked. “But we need to keep going until we find the other exit from the underdark.”

“It’s five miles from the edge of the forest to the fork in the road, right?” Ruby asked.

“Yeah,” I replied. “I’m thinking it might be easier to find Torrance’s cave entrance overland rather than under it from here. The forest is thick enough that we should be able to travel without anyone seeing us, and we might have an easier time finding the road and then his tunnel from there.”

“Humans?” Sawsaw asked.

“I doubt many humans are running around these dark woods in the middle of the night,” I replied. “But that would be the only downside of traveling through the forest instead of through the underdark.”

“Except that we’d only know the route overland,” Ruby countered. “I don’t know about you all, but I’d feel a lot fucking safer if I knew how to get back and forth from the quarry completely in the underdark. We’re so close to the human village, I feel like I can fucking smell it.”

“I cannot smell anything.” Nika frowned. “Do dwarves have heightened senses during their pregnancy? Can you hear the heartbeat of your enemies from a mile away? Oh, can you see their arteries throbbing with blood from a very great distance?”

“I fucking wish,” Ruby said. “I can’t actually smell the human village. I just feel exposed here at the edge of the woods, that’s all.”

“I know what you mean,” I said. “So let’s take a vote. Overland or under it to try to find Torrance’s cave?”

“Over,” Sawsaw announced, and Canigo nodded in eager agreement.

“I agree,” Nika said. “I want to see what kinds of creepy things are in this human forest.”

“Hopefully nothing that creepy,” I muttered. “Ruby?”

“Yeah okay, we can go over,” the small woman sighed. “Now that I know where this cave is, I should have an easier time finding my way back here from the next one.”

“Dwarves are very good at directions.” Nika nodded.

“Just kinda shitty at not getting eaten by our enemies,” Ruby said. “Seems like a fucked up trade-off, but what are you gonna do?”

“You marry the strongest king in the whole world and make beautiful babies with him that will conquer everyone!” Nika said. “At least, that is what you did.”

“And it’s the best decision I’ve ever made,” Ruby said as she looked up at me with adoration in her hazel eyes.

The blood-red moonlight illuminated her sweet face in a way that made her look twice as cute as usual, and she still had a dot of frosting on her plump lower lip.

I leaned down and kissed her until her cheeks turned even more pink in the dim lighting, but then I felt Sawsaw’s hatchet handle prodding my back.

“Daaa…” Sawsaw groaned.

“You’re right, let’s stay focused,” I chuckled. “I want to make sure I have plenty of time for a sex picnic after we finish scouting anyway.”

Canigo gagged and banged his skull against the closest oak tree.

“Sorry, buddy,” I snickered.

After Sawsaw went back into camo mode, he walked south of the forest a few dozen yards to get a better lay of the land. He spotted village lights that stretched from the southeast to almost due east, and there was a towering castle at the northern end of the village lights. Sawsaw’s best estimation was that the village and the duke’s castle were a little over half a mile away.

That meant if we kept going due north through the woods, we’d probably stumble across Torrance’s cave. Again, I thought about going through the underdark instead, but it would be much easier to go in a straight line through the forest rather than through the winding tunnels below our feet.

I did my best to cover the cave entrance with the ferns again and then led my family due north through the woods.

The first thing that struck me about this forest was how thick the tree canopy was. The branches overhead all grew so close together that it was impossible to tell where one tree ended and another began. At the same time, the branches all started a foot or two above my head, so there was plenty of room to walk underneath the trees without the worry that we might accidentally smack ourselves in the forehead with a low-lying branch.

I grinned to myself as I looked around and realized that even though the trees seemed close together overhead, there was still enough room on the ground that a horse and cart could drive through the woods. Small animal trails wound all throughout the forest, and the underbrush was all pretty sparse, so we could probably wind our way from one side of the forest to the other without much issue. It might be a tight squeeze at times, and it would definitely take some careful steering to make sure we didn’t get the wagons pinned in any awkward angles by the trees, but it was possible.

The three goblins passed through the woods so silently that I swore their feet didn’t even crush the pine straw. I had always been pretty good at moving quietly into position in the Army, but compared to the goblins, I felt like my boots were filled with lead every time I took another step forward. Ruby was a little heavy-footed too, but most of the noises she made were from the constant swearing under her breath at every pine cone she crunched or at every rotted stump she tripped over.

When I guessed that we had traveled for roughly four miles north, I had us all fan out to begin our search for Torrance’s cave. Sawsaw took the far left, and Canigo took position about twenty feet to his right. Ruby took the next position twenty feet right of Canigo, then Nika to her right, and finally I took the position that would bring me closest to the road. If any humans had decided to camp off the side of the road, I wanted to be the one they saw instead of one of my wives or sons.

Canigo ended up being the one to find the cavern entrance. He gave his trademark signal of a low noise that sounded like a nauseated owl, but I told him to stay put while I went to make sure we were at the right cave. I jogged east for half a mile until I saw the main road through the trees. Then I moved more slowly and quietly so I could get closer to the road. When I was about two dozen feet away, I was able to peer north and see the fork in the road up ahead.

I was also able to see the guard shack planted squarely in the middle of the fork.

A few soldiers milled around the edges of the one-story structure. There was movement through the window inside too, but I didn’t stick around to study any more details. My only goal this trip was to scout the quarry, and now that I knew there were guards stationed at the fork, I knew for sure that we couldn’t use the main road for anything.

“This is it,” I announced when I rejoined my family. “The quarry should be west of here by about a mile and a half.”

“This cave smells like gargoyles,” Nika said from where she had dropped down beside the three-foot-wide entrance.

“Is that a bad thing?” I sniffed the air but couldn’t smell anything except for the fir trees all around us.

“No, I do not mind gargoyles,” Nika said. “As long as you do not anger them, they do not usually attack.”

“Speak for yourself,” Ruby muttered. “In my experience, gargoyles are always as mean as they are ugly. And if you try to touch their rock, you’ll be lucky if you keep your fucking fingers.”

I took out my makeshift flashlight and shone it into the underdark entrance, but it wasn’t a sloped tunnel like the cave south of the forest. This entrance was just a hole in the ground that went straight down for a solid twenty feet before it met the cavern floor below.

“Shit, I guess we’re gonna have to climb,” I muttered. “If somebody will hold the flashlight for me, I’ll go down on the rope. I want to take a look around and make sure this isn’t a dead end. Then I can figure out our next steps.”

“Sawsaw.” My son clapped me on the shoulder.

“Alright, fair enough,” I agreed. “You can all come with me and tell me what you think. But Canigo, you stay here and shine the flashlight down for us while we go down the rope.”

“You are so silly,” Nika giggled. “Goblins do not need rope to climb!”

“Yeah, but Ruby and I do,” I chuckled.

I handed my sling rope to Sawsaw so he could practice tying it around a thick stone that was half-buried in the ground beside Torrance’s cave entrance. After he secured it in place, he held it out to me so I could go first, and I nodded my approval at the knots he’d tied.

If this had been Shitter or Canigo, I might have hesitated about whether the rope was completely secure. But Sawsaw was my eldest, and he had absorbed everything I taught him like a sponge. If he said the rope was good to go, then I trusted he knew what he was talking about.

“Everybody down,” I said.

I grasped the rope and started to rappel down the sides of the twenty-foot shaft. Canigo held the flashlight up top so we could see our way down, and Nika and Sawsaw started to climb down the sides of the cavern with nothing but their hands and feet. Ruby came after me, and it only took us a minute to all reach the bottom of the shaft.

The cave branched off in three different directions at the bottom of the steep shaft. Two tunnels led south, but that wouldn’t help me find a way to the quarry. The third branch led west, and it looked pretty open from what I could tell. It would be our best bet as a possible route to the quarry, and I was relieved that Torrance’s cave wasn’t a dead end.

“So, what’s the plan?” Ruby whispered.

“I think I have an idea,” I replied. “But I need to see the quarry first. Let’s go back up.”

Nika and Sawsaw immediately began climbing back up the walls of the cavern shaft. I was about to ask Ruby if she wanted to hold onto my back while I climbed, but the petite redhead had already grasped the rope. She pulled herself up hand over hand, and my gaze went back and forth between admiring the strength in her slender arms and admiring the way her cute, dwarven ass wiggled during her climb.

“You are so strong, Ruby!” Nika called from the top of the shaft.

“My arms are at least stronger than they were when you all first found me,” Ruby huffed. “I guess building shit all day every day will do that. But I’m still a pitifully weak excuse for a dwarf.”

“If you keep talking about my wife like that, you’re gonna be in serious trouble,” I warned as I grasped the rope myself.

“Ooh, promise?” Ruby snickered.

“Definitely,” I replied, and then I began to climb, too.

By the time we reached the surface, I had a better idea of where to go from here, but I still needed to scout out a few more things.

“Okay, here’s the deal,” I said as I took the flashlight back from Canigo and covered it. “I think we can get a horse and cart through here. Obviously we can’t take the main road because the duke’s guards would catch us in a heartbeat, but I think we could load up the getaway wagons with granite here and then drive them through the forest and all the way home.”

“But how are we going to transport granite from the quarry to here?” Ruby asked. “That’s what I assumed we were planning to do, anyway.”

“Yeah, that’s gonna be the tricky part,” I agreed. “We need a way to haul granite along the mile and a half between the quarry and here.”

“You could use your big muscles to carry all the stone here,” Nika said as she wrapped her arms around my bicep. “You are the strongest man I’ve ever seen, Ken Jewell.”

“I might be strong, but I can’t haul granite like a draft horse,” I laughed. “A single cubic yard of granite weighs something like four thousand five hundred pounds.”

“That is nothing for Ken Jewell!” Nika declared.

“I appreciate the confidence,” I chuckled, “but even if I could haul one-tenth of that just with my own body, it definitely wouldn’t be the most efficient way to steal the granite. We need speed and strategy, not brute strength.”

“So, what are you thinking?” Ruby asked. “I can build a railway in the underdark to help with some of the transportation, but that doesn’t help us get the granite out of the actual quarry. And it also doesn’t help us figure out the rest of the transportation home.”

“Wait!” Nika held up her hands like a school crossing guard. “What if we build a railway all the way from the quarry to our home? Wouldn’t that be the most efficient plan?”

“Are you crazy?” Ruby snorted. “Do you know how many miles of rail that would be? Do you have any idea how fucking long that would take?”

“It would be nothing for the beautiful, brilliant, big-breasted Nimble Fingers!” Nika grinned.

“Wellllll…” Ruby narrowed her eyes at this before she crossed her arms. “Maybe, maaaybe, I could build a railway on the surface world that went straight from the quarry to our home. But that would still take months and months to complete, since I’d have to clear a bunch of trees, flatten the land, build a few tunnels through the ridges that were too tall to go over, and who knows what else?”

“But I’m not talking about a railway on the surface, silly,” Nika said. “What about a giant underdark railway?”

“I was about to get to that,” Ruby said. “To build a railway in the underdark that covers that same distance? Fucking impossible. You know how twisty and turny it is down there! It’ll already take me long enough to lay down tracks between the quarry and this cave, but what you’re asking for would take forever. And that doesn’t even factor in the werewolves and every other fuck who’ll be trying to eat my dwarven ass while I work!”

“Don’t worry, we won’t ask you to do that,” I told the petite woman. “Besides, we don’t want to build a railway that basically leads right to our front door. It’d be an open invitation for anybody to follow it and bring them right to our doorstep.”

“But it would be such a good invitation,” Nika said. “Then we could invite all of the monsters in the underdark to our homestead, and we could slaughter them all at the same time!”

“Let’s table that idea for now,” I chuckled. “We’re going to need a much bigger army before we tackle anything like that.”

“Then it’s a good thing you have four monster wives to give you lots of strong babies,” Nika sighed. “But you will have to get more wives soon.”

“More?” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Don’t you think four is enough to handle? Especially since one gets so crazy while she’s pregnant that we literally had to tie her up in the treasure hold?”

“Four is enough right now,” Nika said. “But you will have to get more soon, Ken Jewell.”

“Let’s just stay focused on the quarry problem,” I groaned, since the last thing I could think about right now was the idea of getting another wife from the underdark who might or might not become an unstoppable, unbelievably sexy, and slightly unhinged predator every time she got pregnant.

“Sawsaw?” My goblin son nodded to the west.

“Yeah, I think so, too,” I replied. “Let’s go find this quarry, look for an underdark entrance closer to there, and then decide the best way to steal the granite.”

After I passed out mushrooms to the three goblins, they all munched happily on a handful so their sneaking powers would be even stronger than normal. Then they all slipped into camo mode as we hurried further north through the forest.

Ruby and I continued to be as quiet as we could, but every crunch of a pinecone put me on edge. My dwarven wife could at least pass for a short human, unless she opened her mouth and started cursing every last thing about them, but there was the bigger issue that I didn’t have any kind of disguise on me. I hated to think that someone might recognize me as Crazy Ken, and I definitely didn’t want to get caught this close to Hamstead and the duke’s own castle.

That’d throw a wrench in our plan before we even got this heist off the ground.

The trees started to grow closer together north of Torrance’s cave, until they were all clustered so tightly that I had to sidestep through some of them when my broad shoulders wouldn’t fit. If I’d had any hope of bringing a horse and cart all the way to the quarry itself and loading up my loot there, I quickly realized that idea would be impossible. We would at least have to use the underdark to ferry the granite between the quarry and Torrance’s cave entrance.

As soon as the road came into view north of us, I held up my fist and gestured for us to begin traveling west. We just needed to keep the road in sight, and it would lead us straight to the quarry. With any luck, we could scout it out and get back into the underdark without alerting any humans to our presence.

We had already been gone from home for hours, but we had a few more hours to go before first sunrise. As long as we were back in the underdark before first light, we would be alright.

We kept the road in sight and moved at a quick jog through the underbrush of the forest until an invisible Sawsaw elbowed me excitedly in the ribs.

“White stone!” Sawsaw hissed.

I didn’t see anything at first, but only a few yards later I saw a gleam of white stone through the trees. I signaled everyone to come to a halt and then issued new instructions.

“Nika, Sawsaw, Canigo,” I said. “You three fan out and search for an entrance to the underdark, but don’t go further than twenty feet away from each other. Ruby and I are gonna go take a closer look at the quarry itself.”

“Do not worry, we will find a way!” Nika said. “You will see!”

“Sawsaw,” my son confirmed.

Canigo just growled and gripped his war hammer like he planned to smash a hole into the underdark if he couldn’t find one. Then once they all faded back into sneak mode, I grabbed Ruby’s hand and moved toward the gleaming white stones.

When we were almost at the edge of the forest, I started to walk slower and more quietly in case there were any guards stationed around the quarry. Then again, there was a good chance this place would be totally unprotected since the only way to steal granite would be to transport it by the main road, and that would lead straight to the fork. There were definitely guards posted at the fork in the road, and probably even more at the duke’s castle to the south of the forest.

But roads were for suckers.

I didn’t become a sapper so I could stick to roads that already existed. I became a sapper so I could build roads wherever I needed them to go, so I could blow up roads that went somewhere I didn’t like, and everything in between.

I didn’t need to use the road to rob the quarry.

I just needed an access point.

After Ruby and I crawled to the edge of the forest, I felt my breath catch in my throat at the sight before us. Even in nothing but the faint light of the red moon and the pale starlight overhead, the granite quarry was damn near glowing.

Sheer cliffs of white stone rose up as far as I could see, and some cliffs looked like they had little ledges built into them all the way to the top. The quarry had clearly been carved out of a massive hill that was still studded with trees along its ridge, but now the glimmering stone looked like the entrance to some colossal white palace for a giant.

The quarry dipped down into a valley further north, but I couldn’t see much else in that direction because the trees were blocking it. This didn’t really matter, though. I only had eyes for the stacks of granite that were already piled all around the smooth white cliffs, and I was practically salivating at the thought of so much fortress-making rock just waiting to be stolen.

I didn’t see any guards, but I did see two giant iron gates across the road at the quarry entrance. They were at least eight feet tall, but the iron fence they were attached to only extended as far as the forest. Then the fence just stopped, so Duke Bellfrey probably didn’t imagine anyone would be able to steal his granite without access to the road. The padlocks on the gates were intimidating too, but I doubted those would be intimidating to Nika.

“Am I the only one getting wildly turned on by this fucking sight?” Ruby breathed beside me.

“Hell no.” I grinned. “Do you think there’s enough granite for us to build our perimeter wall?”

“There’s enough here to build a wall, a castle, and anything else we fucking want,” the redheaded woman whispered. “It’s fucking magical!”

I started to estimate how many cubic feet of granite had already been mined from the quarry, along with how much I thought we could get away with stealing at one time. I didn’t want to send up any red flags that would make the duke tighten security here, so I probably didn’t want to take too much at once. I planned to take a hell of a lot of trips to and from the quarry, and I wanted my easy access to last as long as possible.

About twenty minutes later, Nika, Sawsaw, and Canigo all flopped down beside us in the thick underbrush.

“We cannot find an entrance, Ken Jewell,” Nika hissed. “I am sure there should be one because many underdark creatures would love to have access to this much stone, but we have looked everywhere.”

“The fucking humans probably blocked off any holes they found around here when they started this quarry,” Ruby said.

“You might be right about that,” I said. “If there were creatures from the underdark who wanted access to this stone, they would definitely have caused the humans problems. Maybe they blocked up all the cave entrances they could find, and I guess they did a pretty damn good job if not even you can find them, Nika.”

“It is true,” Nika sighed. “I am very good at hide-and-seek, but who would have guessed the human villagers could be so sneaky? I will have to ask them how they learned to sneak so well when we bury them alive with only their heads poking out of the ground.”

“I thought we were stabbing them one lung at a time,” I snickered.

“Oh yes, I still like that plan,” Nika reassured me. “But I can’t ask them questions if I pop their lungs! If we bury them alive except for their heads, we can cover them with honey and berries and other sweet treats, and then the bears of the surface world will come and try to rip their heads off! That will make the sneaky humans talk pretty quickly, you will see.”

“I don’t doubt that,” I said.

“Fuck me,” Ruby whispered. “Then what now?”

“As far as I can tell, we’ve only got one good option,” I said. “The trees are too close together in this part of the forest to bring a horse and cart all the way up here, but we can bring a getaway cart as far as Torrance’s cave. So we just need a way to get the granite from here to Torrance’s cave.”

“But we just looked for an underdark entrance here and cannot find one,” Nika said. “If there is not an underdark entrance here, then how is Nimble Fingers going to build a railway from here to Torrance’s cave?”

“That’s the main problem,” I agreed.

“Ugh!” Canigo seemed so frustrated by the problem that I thought his head might explode, but he channeled his rage instead into a death grip on his hammer.

I sympathized with the kid’s burning desire to smash anything if it would make our lives easier, and then the thought of smashing shit to pieces gave me one hell of an idea.

“Hang on… I don’t think we actually have to find an entrance here,” I said. “What if we just make one?”

“Black powder?” Sawsaw guessed.

“Hell yeah.” I grinned.
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Chapter 5

“Sawsaaaaaw,” my goblin son chuckled like a movie villain as his grin spread wide across his green face.

“I’m pretty excited about it too, buddy,” I said. “We have plenty of black powder left over from the Goblin Bluizz, so what if we just blow a hole into the underdark really close to the quarry? We could keep it well-hidden whenever we’re not using it. Then all we would have to do is lower the granite down into the hole here and use the railway we’re gonna build.”

“Our own personal quarry access,” Ruby whispered, and her hazel eyes were shining with excitement.

“Where?” Canigo frowned. “How?”

“Those are both fair questions,” I chuckled. “Blowing shit up was a big part of my job back on Earth, so the ‘how’ part won’t really be a problem. As long as we make sure we do it at a time when the noise won’t draw too much attention.”

“Where?” Sawsaw repeated his brother’s first question.

“As close as we can get without the humans finding our entrance,” I said. “Do you think if we go back into the underdark from Torrance’s entrance, you all could find a route to here?”

“We will find the sneakiest route, Ken Jewell,” Nika announced. “Then Nimble Fingers can plan her railway from here to Torrance’s cave, and we can load up our carts and drive them home! Yay!”

“All in good time,” I chuckled. “First we have to actually blow an entrance to the underdark.”

We crept past the iron gates in a single file line to get through the trees all clustered so close together. Then when we found an area that looked like it would serve us pretty well as a possible underdark entrance, Ruby started crawling around on her hands and knees, and she began to dig her fingers into the soil.

“What are you looking for?” Nika whispered.

“Shh, I’m trying to focus!” Ruby hissed.

“Sorry, what are you looking for?” Nika asked in an even quieter voice.

Ruby rolled her eyes and rocked back on her heels. “I’m trying to figure out what kind of stone we’re on top of. That will help me recognize when we’re below this area in the underdark.”

“Such big breasts and such a clever brain,” Nika sighed.

After Ruby studied the forest floor and the rocks underneath it, she spent a while with her ear pressed against the ground. Every time Nika tried to ask her about it, the feisty dwarf glared at the goblin until she got quiet again, and Ruby finally explained that one of the reasons dwarves were such skilled craftsmen was because sometimes, they could actually listen to the stone.

“You can hear what it wants to be made into,” Ruby said. “You can hear how thick it is or how strong. It’s hard work, and I can’t always do it myself, but I think I’ve got a pretty good idea now of what I need to be looking for in the underdark.”

“So you will know when we are underneath the quarry?” Nika asked.

“That’s the plan,” Ruby replied.

Once Ruby was sure she knew what to look for, we hurried back to Torrance’s cave. We used the rope to climb down the shaft again, but this time, Canigo untied the rope from the stone and brought it with him when he crawled down the shaft after us. Then once we reached the bottom of the twenty-foot drop, we followed the western tunnel and jogged as quickly as we could through the underdark to find a route that would take us to the quarry. Ruby had to break for cupcakes once, and the rest of us devoured some blueberry muffins and jerky that Nika had packed for us.

I was still hungry after we finished our snack, but Nika assured me there was a lot more where that came from in our sex picnic basket, so I just needed to be patient.

Then we set out once again, and the whole time we traveled, I kept making notes on my map of the underdark. We tried to stick to the flattest and most open tunnels we could, so it would be as easy as possible for Ruby to lay the railway between the two entrances. It might only be a mile and a half on the surface between Torrance’s cave and the quarry, but the winding tunnels of the underdark meant the railway would run longer than only a mile and a half.

Finally, Ruby found a tunnel that sloped up at a gentle angle but then stopped abruptly in a ceiling of dark rock.

“This is the spot,” the petite redhead announced. “It looks like this used to be a natural entrance, but those stones aren’t gonna budge without a big old nudge from your black powder.”

“I can tell,” I said as I pushed on the ceiling. “Whoever blocked this entrance did a hell of a job.”

“It’s nothing that you cannot fix,” Nika said. “And now we know where to blow things up!”

After I made a note of the location on my map, Ruby made a few of her own notes on my map to help her plan the railway. It would be a hard job, but I had no doubt that the brilliant redhead could do it as long as I got her all the supplies she needed.

Now we just needed to blow a hole in the rock by the quarry, build a railway, and plan the rest of our robbery.

But first, I needed to have a picnic with my sexy goblin wife.

“We’ll be home later,” I told Sawsaw, Canigo, and Ruby. “But you three go straight home, no detours or distractions. Got it?”

“Sawsaw,” my eldest son agreed.

“Sawsaw,” Canigo echoed.

“Don’t worry, now that I know exactly what we need to do, I want to get home as fast as possible so I can start working,” Ruby said. “There’s so much to plan and build!”

“Just make sure you get enough rest for the baby.” I smiled at my redheaded wife and leaned down to kiss her plush lips first and then her stomach.

As I watched Sawsaw and Canigo leave with Ruby sandwiched in between them, I smiled at how thoroughly both my sons studied every new intersection, like they would fucking destroy anyone who even looked at Ruby wrong. And I knew they would too, or I would never have sent my pregnant wife back through the underdark with them.

“Are you ready for our sex picnic now?” Nika bounced on the balls of her feet, and I had a hard time keeping my gaze on her emerald eyes and not buried in her jade green cleavage.

“Hell yeah,” I said. “Let’s make a baby.”

“Yay!” Nika twirled around and then grabbed my hand. “I found the perfect cavern for us on our way here. It is full of very soft moss, and it has a lovely bubbling spring that sounds like it is singing to you! You will like it. You will see.”

“I’d like any cavern where we get to have a date,” I said with a smile.

“Probably not any cavern,” Nika giggled. “Would you like a cavern filled with basilisks or bugbears?”

“You know what I mean,” I laughed.

When Nika found the chamber where she wanted us to have our sex picnic, she quickly shrugged off her small molle pack, pulled out the woven basket, and then started setting up our picnic while I looked around to check the shadows of the cavern.

Nika was right. It was a beautiful spot.

Soft dark moss covered the whole floor, straight up to the bubbling spring in the middle of the chamber. The spring waters were midnight blue, so it almost felt like I was looking into the night sky instead of an underground pool. It was unusual for an underdark pool not to have any crystals at the bottom to give it light, but there were a hell of a lot of glowing blue crystals that hung down from the ceiling. The walls of the cavern were mostly rocky, but every few feet, thumb-sized purple mushrooms trailed in neat columns from the ceiling to the floor.

While I prowled around the edges of the cavern to make sure we weren’t in some monster’s lair, I glanced over my shoulder at the picnic spread Nika was working on. She had already laid out a bright red picnic blanket on top of the soft moss, and now she unloaded a plate of fried chicken, a small basket of rosemary-flavored dinner rolls, a bowl of fresh strawberries dipped in chocolate, and a bottle of some kind of tea that contained floating pink mushrooms from the underdark.

I finished checking every corner of the chamber, but I couldn’t find any signs that some other creature had been here recently, so I figured we should be safe enough to have our date. Besides, I had my knife, my hatchet, and my M17 if shit really went wrong.

“I am ready for you, Ken Jewell!” Nika said behind me.

I turned around and felt my jaw drop open.

My goblin wife had pulled off her clothes even faster than she had set up the picnic. Nika sat on her heels with her legs slightly apart so I could just barely see her soft mound and the slit between her legs. Her bright candy-red hair spilled over her shoulders, and her green skin shimmered in the blue light of the cave like it was filled with stars. When she caught my gaze, Nika grinned and did a little shimmy that made her dark green nipples bounce back and forth hypnotically.

“You better move that food out of the way,” I warned as I dropped my utility belt to the ground. “Because I’m about to fill you with enough cum for a hundred babies.”

“Not so fast!” Nika giggled. “I want that too, but it is very hard to make a goblin girl! We need to have very special sex, remember?”

“What do you think I’m trying to do, woman?” I had already stripped off my shirt, but now I paused before I removed my pants.

“Oh, you can take all of your clothes off!” Nika said. “But we have to eat before you plow me and fill me with all your warm seed.”

“Don’t you have over twenty sisters or something?” I asked while I finished taking off my clothes. “That seems like a lot of girls if they’re so hard to make.”

“Yes, but that is because goblin girls are much more clever than boys,” Nika said. “So my father knew it was important to try to have some clever children. He just didn’t know that his cleverest daughter would help bring him to his death one day!”

“Rest in peace,” I joked.

“Ken Jewell, no!” Nika gasped. “May he never rest in peace but only torment! May the shades of the afterlife tear him to pieces, stitch him back together again with thorny vines, and then tear him apart again, so he may know the full punishment for trying to take on Clan Jewell!”

“Shit, that’s harsh,” I muttered, but it was Nika’s father, so if that was her wish for him, I didn’t feel like I should argue the point. “Okay, so what do we need to do to make a girl?”

“Now that you are completely naked, that is a good first step,” Nika said. “Gob boys were important to have first because we needed to grow your army, and they only take two weeks of pregnancy versus four weeks for a girl. Also, boys only take two weeks to recover from, but girls take four.”

“Twice as long because girls are twice as fantastic, right?” I chuckled.

“Yes, now you understand!” Nika clapped her hands.

“It’ll be fun to have another clever little girl besides Abby running around,” I said as I joined Nika on the picnic blanket. “Even if they will raise unholy hell together.”

“I do not know if a siren and a gob girl could raise the powers of hell together.” Nika tapped her finger on her lips. “But that would be amazing! Our daughter will be very clever, so it is possible. You are the cleverest man in the world, and I am the cleverest goblin I know! So she will be very smart. She will know how to build so many things, and she will be--”

“Nika,” I interrupted as I reached over to wrap my hands around her muscular thighs. “If you don’t tell me what we need to do to make a girl soon, you’re gonna have to put your clothes back on, because I won’t be able to control myself much longer.”

“I am very pleased that you find me so attractive, Ken Jewell.” Nika grabbed my wrists, guided my hands to her inner thighs, but then shoved them away with a gasp. “No, no, stop being such a sexy distraction! First, we picnic. Then, we have sex.”

“So what do these foods do for our endeavor?” I asked as I tried to take some deep breaths to reverse my blood flow away from my cock.

“The chicken is for protein so our baby will grow strong,” Nika said. “The rosemary rolls are to help grow her clever brain. The chocolate is for sweetness, so she will be as sweet as me! And the strawberries represent the blood of all our enemies that she will help us kill. Oh, and the mushrooms in the tea are just for fun!”

“Okay,” I chuckled. “Let’s do this thing.”

But while we enjoyed the delicious picnic that Nika had packed for us, she explained that the meal was just to get us started. The real work would be in the way we had sex.

“My hips always have to be higher than my head,” Nika said as she munched on a chocolate-covered strawberry. “So, the protein is also to give you lots of energy to hold me in many different positions.”

“I think I’ve got that covered,” I snickered. “What else?”

“That is the main thing!” Nika said. “I will tell you anything else while we have sex.”

“That’s all easy enough,” I said. “Is that really all it takes?”

“Basically…” Nika said.

“Why do I feel like you’re leaving out something important?” I cocked an eyebrow.

“Because that is part of the surprise.” My goblin wife bit her strawberry-red lip, and it took all my self-restraint not to throw her down and take her right then. “Do not worry so much. You will like the surprise, you will see!”

“Then have we eaten enough?” I reached for the bottle of tea to wash down my last bite.

“Yes!” Nika said. “We just have to throw the leftovers in the pool for good luck.”

“Whatever you say, babe,” I said with a smile.

There wasn’t much food left over, but I threw an extra dinner roll, a piece of fried chicken wing, and a couple chocolate-covered strawberries into the dark bubbling pool. The water gurgled a little louder for a few seconds, but as soon it went back to its normal noise level, I turned around to face my naked wife on the picnic blanket.

“Now, come here,” I growled.

“Yay!” Nika giggled and crawled toward me, so her heavy breasts swung back and forth like they were slowly hypnotizing me. But before she made it very far, I dropped down beside her and wrapped my arms around her slender waist. Then our lips found each other, and I kissed her like we had never kissed before.

Her soft lips parted so my tongue could explore the sweetness of her mouth. Her own tongue played with mine as she returned the favor, and we both began to run our hands all over each other’s bodies. While Nika grazed her fingers down toward my hard shaft, I massaged her ample hips until I finally slid my hands down to cup her ass cheeks.

Then I left a trail of kisses down the side of her neck, and the goblin woman leaned back in my arms so I could keep kissing down her chest. My tongue teased her dark green nipples until they were fully aroused, and Nika moaned softly as my tongue traced little circles all the way down her stomach.

“Remember, hips above my head!” Nika gasped.

“I won’t forget,” I promised.

After I laid the beautiful, green-skinned woman down on the picnic blanket, I laid down on my stomach with my head near her pussy. I shifted her ass so my shoulders were lower than her hips, and when I was sure her hips were higher than her head, I lowered my face toward her slit so I could warm her up.

It turned out that Nika was pretty damn warmed up for me already.

Nika’s tunnel was so wet that my tongue slid right inside, and my green-skinned wife shivered in pleasure. Her fingers gripped the red blanket beneath us into tight green fists, and I couldn’t help but notice that the color combo made her look like a sexy Christmas elf.

I grinned at the thought and buried my tongue more deeply inside her. I curved it around to massage every part of her tunnel, and my lips caressed my beautiful goblin wife’s clit to make her moan a little louder every few seconds.

“Oh, yes!” Nika cried. “Oh, Ken Jewell, I am… I am… ohh!”

Her next words were lost in a scream of pleasure. As her whole body spasmed beneath me, I licked up the last of her sweet juices and then quickly adjusted our positions. Then I flipped her over onto all fours, but she was careful to keep her head lower than her hips, so it looked like we were about to do it doggy style, only with her hips thrust extra high toward me.

But the way she wiggled her tight ass convinced me that in the heat of the moment, I might not remember her instructions about the position we had to be in to make a girl, so I decided to make sure I wouldn’t make a mistake.

“Put your hands on the ground,” I ordered. “But keep your hips high.”

“You mean like in downward dog?” Nika gasped. “I love this idea!”

I forgot that I had showed my wives how to do the pose once when Ruby tweaked her hamstrings and needed a good stretch for them. Of course, all my wives immediately thought this would be a great position for sex, and it had taken a good twenty minutes to remind them that this was supposed to help Ruby’s hamstrings.

Now, Nika put her hands on the ground and straightened her legs like she was going to do a plank, except she immediately pushed her body up so her hips formed the top of an upside-down V.

I was already hard as a rock, but the sight of her tight ass and her plump pussy lips presented like this made so much blood rush to my dick that I thought my brain might shut off completely.

Not that I would have minded. If this was what it meant to think with your dick, I sure as hell didn’t care. All I wanted was to make this sexy goblin woman climax over and over again until I finally unleashed an avalanche of cum inside her.

I positioned myself directly behind her and pressed my cock up against her tight entrance. It was still dripping with juices from her first orgasm, but I was only able to slide in about an inch before her tunnel tightened so much that I had to back out and push myself in again.

Then I got an even better idea of how to slide more deeply into her.

I grabbed her legs one at a time and hooked them around my hips so we were doing a kind of wheelbarrow position. It locked our hips together, and that allowed my stiff shaft to thrust further into the beautiful woman.

“Ohhh,” Nika moaned.

When I was all the way inside her, Nika pushed her hands into the ground even more firmly to help push her hips back toward me. Her pelvis grinded against mine, and I groaned as I grabbed her narrow waist and started to pump my cock in and out of her soft tunnel.

It took less than a minute before Nika was gasping again, but almost as soon as her breath started to get more shallow, she cried out as another climax rocked her body. Her legs quivered so much that they dropped from where she had them locked around me, but I caught her by the front of her hips and helped guide her feet back to the ground.

“I think… another… ohhh!” Nika’s body spasmed again as another climax followed right on the heels of the other, and this one made her ass tremble so much against me that I had to force myself to take deep breaths so I would last longer.

As soon as her third orgasm subsided, I was just about to move us into a new position, but a sound behind me suddenly stopped me mid-thrust.

The sound came from the bubbling spring, and at first, I thought maybe the water had started to bubble a little more loudly again, but then the bubbling turned into a full-on growl.

“Oh, it is time for our other fun surprise!” Nika called up to me. “To make the very best kind of goblin girl, you have to kill an enemy while you are still deep inside me!”

“The fuck?” I demanded, but Nika was already walking on her hands to help turn us around, so I spun right around with her but was careful to keep my cock buried deep inside her tunnel.

When I saw the creature, I wondered what the hell I had gotten myself into. It was a huge hulking monster, at least seven feet tall and three feet wide. It looked like a giant wave had come to life in a form that vaguely resembled a human, except for the fact that it was made of water that looked so cold, I wondered if it would try to drown us or freeze us to death first.

“What the hell is that?” I groaned. “And why isn’t it moving?”

“It is a water elemental!” Nika said. “Why do you think we threw our leftovers into the spring? We had to wake it up so you could kill it and put a baby girl inside me at the same time!”

“But why isn’t it moving?” I asked again, while I tried not to think about how ridiculous it must look that my cock was still stiff inside Nika’s pussy, and the goblin woman was still bent over with her ass high in the air.

“It is like a wave,” Nika explained. “Sometimes it takes a minute for it to get going, but when it does, you better watch out!”

My mind was racing for how I was going to fight a creature that looked like it was made of pure water. None of my weapons would do any good, since even my bullets would pass right through it.

Before I could figure out the best plan of attack, the creature growled again and then crashed toward us. His wave-like arms swelled like he was pulling more water from the pool into his body, and I knew if he came down on top of us, it wouldn’t take long for our lungs to flood with cold water until they popped.

I did the only thing I could think of while my dick was still buried inside Nika’s tunnel.

“Gun!” I shouted.

Nika immediately balanced on one hand, grabbed my M17 from its holster, and tossed it back to me. The water elemental was only about two yards away from us now, so I swung the sight of my gun up toward the glowing crystals overhead and took my best shot.

The bullet roared free of the chamber with a deafening snap and shattered the crystal directly above the watery monster into hundreds of glittering blue shards. Then the crystal fragments rained down toward the creature, and the air instantly buzzed like we were in the middle of a power plant. The moment they hit him though, there was such an explosion of electricity that the whole chamber flared with white-blue light.

My skull throbbed for a second like my brain might be bleeding out of my ears, but after I blinked a few times to clear the stars from my vision, I saw that we were both still in one piece. The water elemental was gone, and the only sign that it had ever been there was the water that had spilled out across the floor of the cavern, along with hundreds of glittering crystal fragments that would probably throw us into the wall if we touched them.

Actually, the only thing that had saved me and Nika from getting fried right along with the water monster was the fact that our thick picnic blanket was situated on a raised mound of moss. It was a good thing too, since the moss down in the rest of the chamber looked absolutely soaked.

“What?” I asked after it seemed like my wife said something softer than the ringing in my ears.

“That was so clever, Ken Jewell!” Nika squealed as she craned her neck to the side to look back at me. “I cannot wait to meet the brilliant clever daughter you and I are creating!”

I thought about telling Nika how dangerous the situation had been and how we almost got ourselves killed trying to make a baby, but I couldn’t bring myself to scold her. I had already accepted that part of being married to a sexy goblin woman was the fact that sometimes, I was gonna get thrown into some crazy dangerous situations. But it would also always be worth it.

And from the way Nika tightened her muscles now to grip my cock even more firmly, I knew that one little water monster was sure as shit worth it.

Even if killing that water monster almost turned us all into crispy barbecue.

“Fuck me,” I groaned as Nika wiggled her ass so my dick slid even further into her velvety tunnel.

“Thrust deep into me, Ken Jewell,” Nikia purred. “You have slain our foe and remained admirably hard inside me, like the very mightiest of goblin kings.”

I dropped my M17 on the blanket and pulled the green-skinned woman’s hips tighter against me. Now her legs were straight up against mine, even though she still hinged forward at the waist so her head stayed lower than her hips. Then I plunged into her again and again, and any blood that had managed to flow back to my brain to deal with the water elemental all surged back to my dick with a vengeance.

The cavern filled with the sound of my skin slapping hard against Nika’s, and her rhythmic moans became louder and louder with each passing second. Watching her jolt wildly below me as I kept her ass locked up in the air was sexier than I could have imagined it’d be, but when she suddenly gripped her own ankles, I slid so deep inside her that I could feel the puckered entrance of her cervix.

“Fuck, I’m gonna--”

“Me too!” Nika cried. “Fill me up with your seed, Ken Jewell! Put a beautiful baby girl inside my womb!”

Nika screamed in ecstasy, and the next time I slammed my cock into the beautiful goblin woman, my body spasmed to release inside her. My cum spewed into my sexy wife like a geyser that had been pent up for a century, and I had to thrust my dick into her two more times to completely unleash my load into her accepting warmth.

When I was completely empty, Nika was so full of my seed that it was already dribbling out between her legs, so I carefully pulled out so we could collapse onto the blanket beside each other, but I made sure neither of us touched the damp moss that was only inches beyond the fabric.

Shit, if that moss kept acting like a sponge, we wouldn’t be safe here much longer.

“I am so stuffed with your seed that I can almost taste it,” Nika sighed happily, and I smiled at the dark green flush that spread across her cheeks.

“Oh, shit.” I jolted into a sitting position when I realized that Nika’s back was completely flat on the floor. “Can your hips be lower than your head now?”

“Yes, now that you have poured your seed into me, it is okay,” Nika replied. “Did you have fun creating a baby goblin girl with me?”

“You know I did.” I kissed her forehead and pulled my goblin wife closer to me. “Did you?”

“Oh, yes!” Nika giggled. “I especially liked the part where your tool stayed completely hard inside me while you killed that creature!”

“That was a fun surprise,” I chuckled. “Who knew goblin girls were so hard to create?”

“That’s because we’re twice as nice, remember?” Nika nuzzled her body against mine.

“So, any time a goblin wants to have a girl, that’s what they do?” I asked.

“Technically, yes,” Nika answered. “But most goblins like my father are so cowardly that they have someone hold a creature they have captured, and then at some point during the few seconds that sex lasts, they kill the monster who has already been bound and wounded.”

“That’s incredibly cowardly,” I said. “And super fucked up. But hold on, did you say that sex only lasts a few seconds?”

“For goblins, yes,” Nika sighed. “If I liked any other goblins and didn’t think they were all stupid cowards, I would almost feel bad for them. They do not understand what it is like to have a real man spread you open wide and thrust himself into you for so long that you think you have gone to the realms of reward in the afterlife, but then you come back into your own body and realize the tingly feeling all up and down your spine is completely real, and so is the warmth that expands all the way from my tunnel up to the crown of my head!”

“I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I laughed. “You deserve all that and more.”

“No, you deserve all we can give to you, Ken Jewell,” Nika purred. “Savage sons and beautifully lethal daughters are only the beginning. Once we have begun our rise to power, and our army of offspring have taken over all defenses, we will mate with you so frequently that all the armies in the world will not be able to keep up with the rate of our spawning.”

“Aww,” I chuckled. “That’s… something to definitely think about. But--”

Suddenly, I felt a little damp patch on my lower back. I realized the water must finally be seeping through the thick blanket, and that meant the little sparks of electricity that were still crackling through the moss might just be about to seep through the blanket, too.

“Shit, time to go!” I jumped to my feet.
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Chapter 6

I pulled my clothes back on as fast as I could, and I made sure to get my boots as soon as humanly possible since I knew the rubber soles would protect me from any risk of electric shock. Nika’s little leather shoes didn’t have the same insulation, so I scooped her right up in my arms before she even finished putting on her clothes.

My goblin wife grabbed the corners of the blanket on her way up into my arms, so all the contents of the picnic clanged around inside it. Then I crashed my way out of the cavern as another patch of moss sizzled behind me, and I set her down away from the moss so we could finish getting dressed and pack up without the risk of electrocuting ourselves.

I guessed the first sunrise had already happened by now, maybe even the second sunrise. But as much as I wanted a little sleep, I was too excited to see what Ruby had come up with for the robbery in the last few hours. Plus, I was already thinking about all the ways Abby would get in trouble with her new goblin sister when the time came, and all the ways I would be completely helpless to their charms.

When we got back home, the second sun had just come up, but the sight of my homestead had sent a new rush of energy through my body, so I still didn’t feel tired enough to go to bed. I checked the house first, but Ruby and Calli weren’t there. I figured Calli must have spent the night at the bottom of the pond with Abby, and I’d bet anything that Ruby was already in her workshop.

“Knock, knock,” I announced at her workshop door right before I pushed it open.

“You’re back!” Ruby grinned and straightened up from where she was bent over a table covered with papers. “Shit, what the fuck time is it? Have the suns come up yet?”

“Both of them,” I said with a glance at the crystals all throughout her workshop. They gave her more than enough light to work by, and she had the curtains drawn over the window so everything else inside was dark. “Uh, Ruby, did you ever go to bed?”

“No time!” Ruby said. “I’ve got too much work to do, and I’m too excited to sleep. Did you both have fun making a baby?”

“Oh yes, we had such a nice time,” Nika sighed. “Ken killed a water elemental while he was still deep inside me, and then he filled me up until his seed was spilling out of me. Now I am pregnant with my very first girl!”

“That’s fucking amazing,” Ruby laughed. “But now that you’re home, I want to go over a few things with you. Do you have a minute?”

“I have as much time as you need,” I told the petite redhead. “Nika, you don’t have to stay if you don’t want to.”

“I will let you catch me up on all the details later,” Nika said. “I should go check on our favorite and very angry pregnant orc.”

“Good fucking luck,” Ruby swore. “We tried to appease her with some livestock this morning, but I think she needs to kill something that actually tries to fight back, like a bear or a buck or something.”

“I will put Shitter or Sawsaw on it, do not worry!” Nika said, and then she left the workshop door open so I could watch her tight ass skip all the way back to the house.

“Alright, so you can see here that I’ve drawn up some preliminary plans for the robbery.” Ruby gestured to all the papers. “I’ve also already cut down a couple trees across the river, but I think I wore Sawsaw and Canigo out, so I told them to sleep for a bit while I worked on the plans some more. But if the second sun is already up, it’s time to get those boys up and working again!”

“One thing at a time,” I laughed. “You already cut down a couple trees by yourself?”

“We’ll need them for the carts, remember?” Ruby asked with a cute little wrinkle between her eyebrows.

“You haven’t actually explained anything yet.” I wrapped the small woman into a tight hug before I released her again. “Why don’t you start from the beginning?”

“Okay.” Ruby started sifting through papers. “Right, so here’s what I’m thinking: You’re gonna blow a hole by the quarry, and we’ll build a railway directly up to that hole. Then we’ll only have to carry the granite as far as that hole, and then we load it up onto railway cars. I’ll build a railway through the underdark from the quarry to Torrance’s cave. Then you’ll rig up some kind of pulley system at that cave so we can raise all the granite back up to the surface, maybe even raise it higher than ground level so we can just drop the stone right into the wagons. Then all that’s left after we load all the granite onto getaway wagons, is for us to drive them all the way home.”

“You make it sound so easy.” I smirked.

“So here’s the hard part,” Ruby said. “If we want to make a perimeter wall purely from granite that measures two hundred by three hundred feet, eighteen feet high, and about a foot thick so the nimbler among us can walk on top of the wall like we do now, that will take about three hundred and thirty-two cubic yards of granite.”

“You’re sexy when you talk numbers, did anyone ever tell you that?” I grinned.

“Hey, focus!” Ruby protested, but her pale cheeks flushed with pleasure at the compliment.

“Go ahead,” I encouraged.

“Obviously, we’ll need more when we convert the house to a fucking castle, but I know the wall is the priority,” Ruby continued. “And here’s the kicker: A single cubic yard of granite weighs about forty-five hundred pounds, right? And it’s gonna take three hundred and thirty-two of them to build our defensive wall.”

“So basically, we need a way to carry as much granite as possible,” I said. “Or we’ll end up taking nearly a hundred trips just to try to get the granite for the wall.”

“That’s the idea,” Ruby sighed.

“So we need draft horses,” I guessed.

“How are those different from regular horses?” Ruby asked.

“Shit, I forgot you wouldn’t know that,” I replied. “Draft horses are a lot bigger than regular horses. They can be twice as heavy as Charlie, and that means they can pull a hell of a lot of weight. One draft horse can pull about eight thousand pounds, and two of them hitched together can pull over double that. So, probably between sixteen and twenty thousand pounds.”

“Fuck me, that’s exactly what I need!” Ruby said. “That would mean…”

The feisty redhead trailed off as she scrawled out some numbers on one of her many papers. When she glanced back up at me, she looked triumphant.

“If we have five teams of draft horses, so ten total, we would only need five getaway wagons waiting for us at Torrance’s cave,” Ruby announced. “And it would take us less than twenty trips to get enough granite to build our whole damn wall.”

“That’s perfect,” I said. “If we get everything set up right, and our first trip to the quarry goes well, we should be able to keep raiding it for a long-ass time before anybody notices how much granite keeps going missing.”

“If you get these draft horses, I’ll build the getaway wagons,” Ruby said. “I’ll need to fell some oak trees to make sure the wagons can stand up to the weight of granite, but I should be able to use any kind of timber for the railway.”

“What do you need besides ten draft horses?” I asked.

“Oh, just a few things,” Ruby hummed as she pushed a paper toward me that was absolutely covered with her chicken-scratch. “Big shovels and wheelbarrows to help me level out any uneven patches for the railway. More bits, wedges, and crowbars than I already have. The railway cars and getaway wagons should be easy enough to make once we get the wood ready, but laying the railway tracks will definitely take me the longest amount of time.”

“So you’re planning to make the railway out of wood?” I glanced at one of the blueprints the small redhead had drawn up.

“It’s not quite as sturdy, but mining railways are often made from wood.” Ruby shrugged. “Plus, it’s faster to lay wooden railways than metal.”

“Trust me, I’m as interested in speed as you are, but I also want to make sure this railway is going to stand up to everything we’re gonna put it through,” I said. “There’s no point in doing it if we don’t do it right.”

“What did you have in mind?” Ruby licked her lips, and if I knew anything about my redheaded wife, I guessed she was getting turned on by all our plans to rob the quarry.

“We could build the railway out of wood,” I agreed. “But then we can lay protective iron strips on top of the tracks for more durability. That way the whole thing doesn’t need to be metal, but it’ll hold up better to the hell we’re gonna put it through.”

“Oh, fuck yeah,” Ruby moaned. “That’s some fancy dwarf shit right there.”

“I guess dwarves and Army sappers aren’t that different,” I chuckled. “So if the railway needs to run all the way from the quarry to Torrance’s cave, that means--”

“We’re gonna need a fuck-ton of iron,” Ruby finished for me.

“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it,” I said. “Just make sure the railway cars and getaway wagons can hold up against the weight of the granite, too.”

“No problem,” Ruby replied. “It’s about seven miles overland to get from the forest back here, right?”

“It’s about seven miles overland to get to Hamstead or the edge of the forest,” I said. “Probably a little more with all the hills, but then it’s about five more miles from the edge of the forest to Torrance’s cave.”

“How fast can draft horses run?” Ruby grabbed her pen and blew a stray piece of ginger hair out of her face.

“It’s been a long time since I worked with any,” I said as I thought back to my first tour of duty. “But if I remember right, they usually don’t go faster than about five miles per hour, but that’s because they’re most commonly used for long-term work. For short-term jobs that don’t last longer than an hour, I think they can go close to fifteen miles per hour.”

“So theoretically, they should be able to get home in around forty-five minutes, give or take,” Ruby said as she stared at her scribble. “Okay, I can work with this.”

“Is that your way of telling me you want to get back to work?” I laughed.

“No.” Ruby winked. “It’s my way of asking you to wake up your sons so they can help me start stripping the trees I chopped down, and then we can really get cooking.”

“I’m on it,” I said with a smile. “Don’t work too hard, babe.”

“No promises,” Ruby said, but she looked up from her papers long enough for me to take her in my arms and kiss her until she panted for breath.

After I left Ruby to her work, I woke up Sawsaw and Canigo where they had passed out in the house. They weren’t happy to be up and moving again so soon after they had crashed, but Nika stuffed them full of fresh baked muffins and then sent them out to the workshop. Shitter, Timber, and Blink were off in the southern fields trying to train, so I asked Nika to send them to help Ruby too, along with Fetch and the unnamed gob, if she thought she could wrangle them into it.

I wanted to check in with Torrance about where to find the best draft horses, but before I did anything else that day, I felt my exhaustion finally catching up to me. I fell into bed and passed out cold, and when I woke up, it was early afternoon, a few hours before first sundown.

It was a good thing I hadn’t planned to go to town today, since it would have been too late to make the round trip by dark at this point. I might not be afraid to be outdoors after dark like the rest of the humans in this world, but I also didn’t want to raise any eyebrows if someone saw me out so late.

I would check in with everyone else on the homestead first and see if I should add anything to the list of supplies I was going to get for Ruby. And right at the top of the list of people I needed to check in with was Torrance.

I found him in the garden right outside the house. The old man was doing his best to ignore the snarls from the treasure hold a few yards away, and I had to give him credit for his steady nerves, since even I was surprised by how much we could hear Khara from the underground cellar.

“You’re a good man, Torrance.” I smiled as I closed the garden gate behind me and joined him by a trellis of vines.

“You talking about Khara?” Torrance shook his head. “I thought my Mildred had a bad case of hormones when she was pregnant with the twins, but I’ve never seen anything quite like this.”

“Trust me, neither have I,” I chuckled. “I thought the worst thing a pregnant woman could crave was ice cream and pickles, but that was before I met my wives.”

“Craving blood and violence isn’t the same as cream and pickles, that’s for sure,” Torrance said. “But she’ll come out of it soon, I’m sure. It’s only been a day since you had to put her down there this time. I’d say that’s not too bad, all things considered.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Listen, I’m headed to town tomorrow, so do you need me to pick up anything for you? Is there anything you need for the garden or the fields?”

“Let me think on that for a minute, Ken.” Torrance removed his hat and fidgeted with it in his leathery hands. “I’m pretty set as far as the garden goes. It’s only late spring now, and summer’s barely gotten started, so it’s still early yet. We’ve got a great strawberry harvest coming in, and we’ll have raspberries and blackberries on these vines pretty soon.”

“Are those vines going to be berries, too?” I nodded to a trellis on the other side of the garden.

“No, those will be cucumbers,” the old man answered. “I bet you didn’t know you could grow cukes up a trellis, did you?”

“I can’t say that I did,” I replied.

“It saves space for the rest of the garden,” Torrance said with a glint of pride in his old brown eyes. “They don’t need as much space as you might think, plus it makes it easier to harvest them when they’re ready.”

“Just one more reason I’m glad you’re with us,” I said. “What would I do without your green thumb?”

“Oh, I imagine you’d figure it out eventually,” Torrance chuckled. “You’re a sharp one, Ken, make no mistake.”

“Maybe,” I laughed. “But it’s sure as hell easier with you here. I like knowing I don’t have to buy all our food supplies from town.”

“It is nice to be self-sufficient,” the old man agreed.

“Before I forget to ask, do you know where I might be able to find some good draft horses?” I asked. “I’m gonna need about ten of them, as big and sturdy as they get.”

“Sure, I know a man,” Torrance replied. “He’s on the eastern outskirts of Hamstead, but he’s not exactly the friendly type. His name is Rogli, and he usually only sells his horses to nobles like the duke who need them for hard physical labor. And trust me, he charges prices that only nobles can afford.”

“Then it’s a good thing I’ve got enough treasure from the underdark to fund everything I need,” I said. “So, you don’t need anything for the garden, Rogli might have the horses I need, and let’s see… oh, anything you need for the fields?”

“At some point, I’d like to have a better fertilization system,” Torrance said. “I do alright at the moment, so there’s no rush on this. But in a few months, after the natural growing season ends, it might be good to rethink the outhouse.”

“How do you mean?” I asked.

“Right now, you’ve got a pit latrine,” Torrance explained. “Easy, practical, no fuss. But if we were to build some kind of composting toilet instead, especially one with a diversion system for piss, we could turn our own shit into fertilizer pretty efficiently.”

“I like the idea that nothing would be wasted, not even our own shit,” I chuckled.

“Like I said, no real rush on that.” Torrance slipped his old hat back on. “The livestock manure makes enough fertilizer for what we need in this season, but I’m trying to think long-term, too.”

“Good man.” I clapped him on the shoulder. “We’ll come up with a list of supplies for a new outhouse system in a month or two, but it sounds like you’re pretty set right now. How about your boys? Are they--”

“Mister Ken!” Markus shouted right before he tumbled through the gate. “Miss Ruby said you’d be going to town soon, and I didn’t want to miss you!”

“Is everything okay?” I demanded. “Did the gobs get into the barn again?”

“No, sir!” Markus panted. “But one of the locks on the barn was tampered with this morning, and yesterday morning, Charlie was real spooked for a few hours before we could calm him down. Me and Maximus have been keeping watch all day to make sure none of the livestock go missing. We were waiting until you got back to tell you, but then we didn’t want to wake you up!”

“But none of the animals are missing or hurt?” I checked.

“No, Mister Ken,” Markus replied. “Only the one lock has been compromised, but the other one was still good. And the windows were still secured shut, so I think the knots you tied kept the gobs out.”

I nodded my thanks at the young boy as I thought this all over.

After I brought them to the homestead, Markus and Maximus had caught on pretty quickly to the fact that my goblin sons liked to slaughter my livestock from time to time. My traps and locks usually kept them out of the barn, but every now and then, they slipped past them, and I had to go back to town for more sheep, pigs, or sometimes even cows.

The human boys took this news pretty well in stride, especially since they were so attached to all the animals. Over the last few weeks, they had helped me secure locks and traps to keep the gobs out, and they had gotten pretty good at remembering everything I taught them.

But if the gobs were starting to eye Charlie the horse, I might have to step up my game to keep my sons out of the barn. The last thing I needed was for something to happen to my dependable black steed, and I definitely didn’t want anything to happen to the draft horses I was about to buy.

They were going to be the key to getting the granite home from the quarry.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to town until tomorrow,” I said. “Let me take a look at the lock and see if I need to get anything, or if we can just fix it ourselves.”

“Okay, sir,” Markus said. “Thank you, Mister Ken.”

“You know you can just call me Ken,” I reminded the wiry kid for the hundredth time.

“Yes, sir, Mister Ken,” Markus said with a little salute.

I left Torrance to keep tending the garden while I followed his son to the barn. Markus had left Maximus to keep watch over the livestock while the animals grazed in the pasture, but he took me straight to the barn doors and showed me what he and his brother had found.

The last time I replaced the locks on the barn door, I had gotten the most difficult padlocks I could find in Hamstead. I had used them to secure the chains across the barn doors and given one key to Markus and Maximus, while I kept the other key on my person.

As I examined the tampered-with lock now, I realized that one of my sons must have tried using a lockpick before part of the pick broke off in the lock. I was able to jimmy the broken piece out with only a few curses and about a full minute of violent shaking, but after that, it was still possible to slide the key in and turn it. This meant the padlock had basically done its job, but I would need to replace it with another one since the gobs had almost figured out how to pick it.

Then I followed Marcus to look at all the barn windows to make sure they were still fastened shut.

I hated keeping them closed when the whole point of the windows was to allow for a little air circulation, but if this was what I had to do while my sons were still in their slaughtering phase, then I would. I had used two lengths of rope to secure the windows shut, and the double fisherman’s knots I tied seemed to have done the trick. It was one of the most difficult knots to untie that I knew of, and so far, it was working.

Of course, it probably also helped that I locked up all the weapons at night so the gobs couldn’t just saw through the ropes. Plus, I had coated it in the sweetest, thickest honey I could find, one that was flavored with lavender and rose. To a bunch of goblin boys who thought brain matter was the most delicious snack there was, the sickeningly sweet ropes made them gag so much that they hadn’t tried to gnaw through them.

This also meant that sometimes, we had a slight invasion of ants around the barn windows, but whenever that happened, I cut the ropes, cleared out all the ants with one of Torrance’s home remedies, and then set up a new set of knots.

“Have you been practicing the double fisherman?” I asked Markus.

“Trying, sir,” the boy replied. “I think I’ve almost got it.”

“Show me,” I said.

Markus took out the two small lengths of rope I’d loaned him for practice. I held one for him, and the boy’s face was a study of concentration as he looped the second rope around the first, doubled back, looped it through again, and then got lost before he could make his final loop.

“You’d think with a name like the double fisherman, I should already know how to do it,” Markus sighed. “I spent a lot of time with my dad fishing before, uh…”

“Before the villagers burned down your home because they thought you were a monster lover?” I finished for him. “Don’t feel bad, kiddo. It’s not really a knot for fishing. It’s usually used for rock climbing, canoeing, that kind of thing. Once you get the hang of it, it’ll be like riding a bike. Or, uh… I don’t know, but it’ll be easy once you get a little more practice in.”

“Thanks,” Markus said.

“Here, watch.” I slowly demonstrated how to make the knot with the first rope. “Now you just do the same thing with the second rope, and then pull the ends to slide the two knots together.”

Markus copied my moves exactly. After he finished an almost identical knot, he pulled the ends of both ropes to slide the two knots together, but he was careful not to pull it completely taut, or it would have been impossible to untie again.

“See?” I smiled. “You’re doing great. Keep practicing, but just make sure the gobs aren’t secretly watching you. I’m not sure even their sneaky fingers could untie this kind of knot, but just in case.”

“I’ll make sure,” Markus said, and I smiled at the serious expression on the boy’s face.

He reminded me of myself when I was his age. Always quick to get in a tumble, but hardworking and focused whenever he put his mind to something. But Markus was still a little timid, even though he was getting more and more comfortable with his new life as the weeks went by. He would get there, just like I was sure his sister Matilda would eventually settle into her new life here, too. They just needed some time to get used to the culture shock.

It wasn’t every day that a family of humans was asked to live with a man and his four beautiful monster wives from the underdark.

“Daddy, catch me!” Abby squealed behind me.

I turned just in time to catch my little princess in my arms, and she pretended to bite my jugular before she kissed my cheek instead. I threw her up in the air so her honey-blonde hair caught the fading afternoon sunlight, and when I caught her again, I set her down in spite of her pleas to throw her again.

“Let me know if you need anything, Markus,” I told the boy.

“Will do, Mister Ken,” Markus answered with another little salute.

I took Abby’s hand and led her away from the barn. I didn’t think my little girl would tell the gobs how to break past my new plans to keep them out of the barn, but I knew she had a soft spot for them, just like they did for her, so I didn’t want to take the risk.

When we got back to the front porch, I sat down on the stairs but almost jumped right up again when I saw Handsome slink out of the shadows beside the house.

I wasn’t surprised that he was with her since he was basically Abby’s shadow these days, but the sight of the massive wolf-dog still took my breath away. He looked mean and feral enough to rip out anyone’s throat who looked at him the wrong way, but as he trotted up to stand beside my siren daughter, his tongue lolled out of his mouth like a puppy.

Abby patted his head and then turned toward me. From the way she clasped her hands behind her back, I had a feeling she was about to ask me for a favor. And from the way she swayed back and forth in her peach sundress, I guessed it was going to have something to do with slaughtering something.

Or someone.

“I know that look,” I laughed. “What do you want, sweetie?”

“Just to spend more time with you, Daddy!” Abby said innocently, even though her brown eyes looked full of mischief.

“Have I been neglecting you?” I teased.

“Only a little!” Abby pinched her fingers together to illustrate. “I didn’t get to come scout the quarry, and I didn’t get to come loot Ashgor, and I’ve just been so bored!”

“You’re not thinking about pulling an Auntie Khara, are you?” I chuckled.

“Oh, could I?” Abby’s angelic face lit up at the idea of murder.

“Definitely not,” I groaned. “I tell you what, you can come with me tomorrow when I go to town for supplies.”

“Yay!” Abby clapped her hands and did a little spin. “I can wear my new dress and--”

“Let me finish,” I said firmly. “You can come with me tomorrow, but only if you agree that we won’t have a repeat of last time. Got it?”

“What about a very, very small repeat of last time?” Abby pleaded.

“Nope,” I repeated. “Either you agree not to sing your song that made all those townspeople attack each other, or you don’t get to come.”

“Can Handsome come?” Abby hooked her arms around the shaggy wolf’s neck, and the killer dog actually looked hopeful for a minute.

“No,” I said. “Take it or leave it, sweetie. I’m not budging on this one.”

“Okay, Daddy,” Abby sighed. “I will not make the townspeople attack each other, and Handsome will stay home. Now, can I come?”

“You bet,” I said.

Abby smiled like a cherub, even though I could have sworn I still saw a mischievous light in her eyes. But the truth was that I had missed spending time with her in the last few days too, so it’d be nice to go into town together.

Even if I did have a sneaking suspicion my angelic-looking daughter had something devilish up her sleeves.
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Chapter 7

The next morning after second sunrise, Abby and I hitched Charlie to the wagon and drove into Hamstead. It had been a beautifully clear morning on our ride in, with a slight breeze at our backs to keep us cool but the warm suns shining on our faces. Now that we were in town though, a few heavy clouds were on the western horizon, and I thought we might have rain before we got back to the homestead.

I just hoped it would hold off long enough for us to get out of Hamstead, or Abby might accidentally grow her siren tail if she got wet. If that happened, I would have to come up with a plan pretty damn fast to hide my little girl’s fin, but between her siren songs and my resourcefulness, I didn’t think it would be a problem.

“Daddy?” Abby asked sweetly.

“Yeah, princess?” I glanced at her beside me in the driver’s seat, and I pulled Charlie to a stop beside the first store we needed to visit.

“I’m thirsty,” Abby said. “Can we run in there and get something to drink?”

I looked over my shoulder but immediately shook my head when I saw the pub she pointed out. “No, that’s no place for little girls, sweetie.”

“Aw, pleeease?” Abby pouted. “I forgot to bring my water with me, and I’m so thirsty!”

She gave a little cough for dramatic effect, and I did my best to keep a straight face. After I scanned the rest of the street and didn’t see any other good spots for a drink, I shrugged and hopped down from the wagon to tie Charlie to the closest hitch.

“Alright, how about this?” I sighed. “We go into this store for some supplies first, and then we can go into the pub for something to drink. But you’ll have to stay right by me, and don’t draw any attention to yourself, okay?”

“Yes, Daddy!” Abby jumped into my arms. “First the store, and then we drink!”

Two older women chuckled at Abby’s squeal of delight as they passed by us, and I nodded in greeting to them. As risky as it sometimes was to bring my siren daughter with me, it also let me get away with a lot more than I could have if I had looked like a single man coming to town.

Nobody thought Crazy Ken had an adorable daughter who looked like she was about six or seven years old, so nobody watched me too closely.

Especially not since Nika had gotten even better at creating disguises for me.

For today’s trip, she had risked death by cutting off a little of Khara’s hair to make a wig. My own hair was pretty close to Khara’s shade of dark brown, but the wig made it seem longer. Between the wig and the oversized cloak Nika had sewn for me, I looked like a pretty standard farmer, especially when I let my shoulders hunch forward so I didn’t seem quite as tall and broad-chested as I really was.

The last few times I had come to town with Abby, I had worn different wigs and outfits every time, but my siren daughter had also hummed a song that helped make people’s memories a teeny bit fuzzy, just to make sure they didn’t remember me. She couldn’t make them full-on forget us, but she could at least make them question their memories, at least for a little while.

I hoped everything would go well today and that we could avoid too much scrutiny. I wanted to be able to start wearing the same disguise if I could, even if it was just because I was running out of wigs. But it was also because even though Hamstead was a big enough town, eventually people would start to recognize Abby, and they’d expect her dad to look the same whenever they saw him, too.

“Hold my hand,” I told my little girl.

“Yes, Daddy,” Abby replied, and then she started to hum something under her breath.

“What are you singing, sweetie?” I asked.

“I am just humming!” Abby giggled. “I can’t help that I want to make music all the time. It doesn’t mean anything bad!”

“Mhm.” I cocked an eyebrow. “Just remember that we’re trying to blend in, okay?”

“I promised not to make anybody attack each other,” Abby whispered. “Don’t worry, Daddy. I keep my promises!”

“Okay…” I pinched the bridge of my nose, exhaled, and then led my daughter toward the supply store.

Just before we entered the store, a well-dressed older woman and her husband stepped in front of us. I braced myself for whatever they were about to say, but Abby kept humming like she didn’t have a care in the world.

“Can I help you?” I finally prompted when neither of them said anything.

“Full pool ornamental toad?” the woman asked, but her hand immediately flew to her lips. “Oh! Um, full pool ornamental toad?”

For a second, I thought she might be having a stroke, since that was clearly not what she meant to say, but then her husband tried to speak up on her behalf.

“Deer tree powder piss?” The man’s face immediately flushed when he realized he’d only said a bunch of nonsense, too. “Powder piss leaf blue! Powder piss leaf blue!”

“Uh, you have a nice day, too?” I tugged Abby toward the store again.

“Powder piss!” Abby called with a charming wave over her shoulder.

The moment we stepped inside the supply store, I whirled to face my siren daughter. She was giggling so much that she had to hold her sides, and she was so irresistibly cute when she laughed that I couldn’t keep the smile off my face.

“You didn’t happen to have anything to do with that, did you?” I whispered.

“Just a little harmless humming, Daddy!” Abby giggled again.

“What can I help you with?” the supply store owner asked from behind the counter before I could try to scold my daughter.

“Hi there,” I said with a warning glance to Abby. “I wanted to pick up a few tools for my farm. I’ve got a hell of a rough field I want to convert to a grazing pasture, along with a couple other odds and ends.”

“So I take it you’ll be wanting some heavy-duty plows, picks, shovels, and wheelbarrows?” the tall shopkeeper asked. “Maybe a few crowbars, too. Mister…”

“You guessed it,” I replied. “And the name’s John. John McClane.”

If I was going to try to keep this disguise for a little while, I might as well name it after one of my favorite action heroes, even if I did have way more hair than Bruce Willis at the moment.

The shopkeeper nodded and then smiled at Abby.

“And what’s your name?” he asked.

“My daddy says I’m not allowed to talk to strangers,” Abby answered. “And strangers are anybody who you don’t know or who you can’t borrow things from for free.”

“Your dad sounds pretty smart,” the shopkeeper replied.

“He’s the smartest daddy in the whole world,” Abby agreed, and I was relieved she didn’t say anything this time about how I planned to conquer the whole world.

I picked out two big wheelbarrows from the stock the man had in the back, along with a number of hefty shovels, picks, and crowbars that should help Ruby with the railway. Then I scanned the rest of the shopkeeper’s shelves to see what else I could get, and Abby carried on skipping around the shop with the same little tune humming under her breath.

“Now, there are a couple stones that are gonna be too big for a wheelbarrow,” I said as I thought about the huge slabs of pale granite in the quarry. “So I’m thinking I might need to knock down the size of a few of them. What would you say is best for that?”

I knew damn well what was best for that, but sometimes it helped to flatter a shopkeeper. It put them in a good mood, and that meant they were usually more interested in negotiating prices down to something reasonable.

“Ah, for that, you’re gonna want to invest in some solid bits and wedges,” the man explained. “See, if you take these metal bits here and place them up against the stone, you can use a mallet to drive them into the stone. Then you turn it like so and strike it with the mallet again, and so on until you make yourself a little hole. Then you’ll stick one of these wedges in there and hammer it until you create a little fissure that breaks apart the stone.”

“Sounds pretty time-consuming,” I said. “But that’s just the nature of farming, I suppose.”

“Yes indeed,” the shopkeeper chuckled. “The only alternatives are to pour water in the holes and let them freeze so the stone cracks apart naturally, but I don’t reckon you want to wait until winter to get your grazing field all cleared out.”

“Reckon I don’t,” I replied.

“Of course, you could always pack it with dry wood and then water it so it slowly expands and splits apart,” the man continued. “But if you don’t mind a little hard work, and you don’t look like you do, using the bits and wedges will probably save you the most time.”

“I’ll take them,” I said.

I was actually impressed that the man hadn’t been more long-winded in his explanation. It was a pretty decent strategy too, especially for someone who didn’t know how to make black powder. I wasn’t sure if we would actually need these tools, but I wanted to be prepared if we needed to move some huge stones without the noise and obviousness of the powder.

For one thing, we might have to remove some giant rocks while Ruby built the railway. Or, if we wanted to make sure no one noticed how much granite was going missing, we might even need to mine our own granite instead of just taking what had already been carved from the quarry.

The only thing I needed now was a bunch of spare wheels and axles for the railway cars, but I didn’t see anything like that here. I’d have to try another store, or maybe a blacksmith’s shop that could also sell me some spare iron. Iron wasn’t the most common thing for a farmer to shop around for, but I wanted to make sure we had plenty for the protective strips that we were going to lay down on top of the wooden tracks.

“One more thing,” I said. “I’m thinking about trying to do some home brewing with my leftover crops this year, but I need thin iron bands that clamp the barrels all tight on the sides. Any idea where I might find some of them?”

“We don’t have a cooper in the village, so you’ll have to see the blacksmith for that. He’s made a few barrels for mead and such over the years, so he’ll know about how to do it. He won’t give it to you for free, but there’s iron for people who can pay.”

“Thanks,” I said. “If I make a decent batch of beer, I’ll bring you some when it’s ready.”

“I appreciate that,” the shopkeeper said. “Just don’t tell the blacksmith I sent you. Sometimes, he gets a little ornery about people asking him for scraps, even though he isn’t using them, and he doesn’t give them away for free.”

“Noted,” I replied. “Now how much do I owe you for all this?”

“Fuck rabbits and candle wax!” the man said and then turned bright red. “I am so sorry, Mister McClane! I didn’t mean to say that! Your little girl shouldn’t hear words like fucking hell and rutting--”

“Whoa!” I interrupted with a glare at Abby.

“No, no, really! I’m so sorry!” the shopkeeper gasped. “I don’t know what’s come over me, but you can have the wheelbarrows for free if you piss off, you little-- shit, I’m so sorry!”

“Do you have any spare wheels?” Abby asked sweetly. “I want to build a giant fort that I can move all around my farm, but I need wheels for that, don’t I? My daddy is the strongest man in the whole world, but I want to be able to move it myself!”

The man nodded silently, as if he was afraid to speak.

“We’ll take some in every size,” I said. “We haven’t decided how big her fort is gonna be yet.”

The man nodded again, and I noticed he was sweating now. I hoped that was only the effect of his accidental swearing and not because of anything else Abby had been humming, but I couldn’t ask her right in front of him.

When the shopkeeper came back from a storage room, he hefted a huge box of metal and wooden wheels onto the counter. Some wheels were small enough for mining cars, and others looked big enough for rail cars that could actually carry the heavy slabs of granite.

“I’ve got some bigger wooden ones I can wheel out front,” the man said quickly, and then he wiped the sweat from his forehead in relief that he hadn’t cursed any more.

“We’ll take those, too,” I said.

Abby hummed a little louder as she examined her fingernails.

“Take them for free!” the shopkeeper said. “I’ve got too many of them, to be honest.”

“I won’t say no, especially considering…” I trailed off with a glance at my young daughter.

It might have been her fault that the shopkeeper had started blurting out words he didn’t mean, but he didn’t need to know that.

“Sixty-five silver for the rest of it,” the shopkeeper said.

“Even with the wheelbarrows and wooden wheels being free?” I asked.

“Wank a fucking--” The man slapped both his hands over his mouth and then carefully lifted his fingers to whisper, “I don’t know what’s wrong with me!”

“I would tell my little girl to go wait in the wagon, but I’m not about to send her out into the street alone.” I frowned. “Fifty silver for the whole lot, and I won’t say a word about all the swearing you’ve done in front of my kid.”

The man nodded with wide eyes.

After I paid the man and helped him load my wagon with all my new goodies, I took a deep breath and waited until he was inside his store again. Then I turned to Abby with my arms crossed.

“Do you want to tell me what all that was about?” I demanded.

“I didn’t make him attack anybody, Daddy,” Abby giggled. “I just wanted you to get a good price on everything!”

I couldn’t even be mad. Abby had done exactly what I asked, only she had a creative interpretation of what it meant not to draw attention to ourselves.

“Okay,” I groaned. “But no more nonsense or curse words! You’re going to make everybody think they’ve been struck by the Holy Twins with some kind of plague.”

“I don’t have any good plague songs yet,” Abby sighed. “But I am working on one that will make people suddenly grow boils all over their body that explode all the way down to their bones!”

“That’s disgusting,” I winced. But when my little girl looked like I had just crushed her dreams, I quickly added, “Great work, sweetie.”

“Thank you!” Abby gave a little twirl. “Can we get a drink now?”

“Alright,” I chuckled. “But no more making people swear! Or making people think they’re having a stroke!”

“I didn’t reaaally make them swear,” Abby giggled. “I just jostled their brains around a little bit to make funny words spill out!”

“Okay, well, none of that,” I said. “If people think they’re all getting struck down with a plague, that will lead straight to a witch hunt.”

“Oh, I would love to have a witch as a new auntie!” Abby gasped. “Maybe you could find a beautiful witch in the underdark and bring her home to play with me!”

“A beautiful witch, huh?” I shook my head with a smile. “Let’s just focus on surviving Khara’s pregnancy before I think about bringing another wife home.”

I led Abby across the street to the pub, but I was careful to keep my hand tightly locked with hers so she didn’t run off and cause any trouble. If we had been back on Earth, and my little girl was only human, I would have been concerned for her safety in a place like this, but since she was half-siren, I was actually more concerned about everybody else’s safety.

The pub was dark even though it was the middle of the day. A dark wooden counter stretched from the door all the way to the back of the room, and the rest of the pub was filled with booths all pressed against the wall like they were trying to hide something. There were about a dozen people scattered throughout the room, and every single one of them turned to look at us when we entered.

“Shit, maybe this was a bad idea,” I muttered.

“Excuse me, could I please have something to drink?” Abby asked the woman behind the counter.

The woman leaned forward to get a better look at my little girl, and the movement made her heavy breasts rest right on the countertop. They were practically spilling out of her low-cut blouse, and when she caught me looking at her, she fluttered her eyelashes.

“Well, hi there, cutie,” the woman said. “Would you like a lemonade?”

“Yes, please,” Abby said. “I got so thirsty, but my daddy said we shouldn’t come into a place like this because it’s not app- app- what’s the word, Daddy?”

I knew damn well the little siren knew the word was ‘appropriate,’ but she was really playing up the cute card. And since it seemed to put everyone in the pub at ease, I wasn’t about to point this out.

“Appropriate, sweetie,” I said and then glanced at the woman behind the counter. “Sorry, we’ll only be a second. I don’t want to distract you from your usual business.”

“You can distract me from anything you want.” The woman fluttered her eyelashes again, but they almost got stuck together from how thickly caked her makeup was.

“Uh, just the lemonade, thanks,” I said.

“Be right up,” the woman said as she heaved her breasts back off the counter.

Abby quietly sang a little ditty about lemonade, and now that the men in the room had decided we weren’t very interesting, they went back to their own conversations. As soon as I paid the woman, Abby and I slid into an empty booth so she could finish the sparkling lemonade.

My daughter was being so well-behaved now that I wished I had gotten her something besides lemonade, like something to eat. I still wanted to get out of here pretty quickly though, so Abby would just have to wait until we could eat some of the road snacks Nika had packed for us.

When the little siren was almost done with her glass, a conversation in another booth suddenly caught my attention, and I grabbed her arm.

“Slow down,” I whispered. “I want to hear this.”

“You know, if it weren’t for all them fools who keep showing up dead,” a rough-looking man two booths over from us said, “I’d think Crazy Ken was some bedtime story meant to scare kids into staying indoors at night.”

“Except for the fact that Crazy Ken can attack during the day or night,” one of his companions pointed out.

“Plus, I don’t think there’d be a thousand gold reward if the Monster Lover from Mer Bay was just a spooky story,” another man added. “That’s more gold than any of us ever dreamed of seeing.”

“Oh, I’ve dreamed of it,” the first man chuckled. “And I’ll be damned if I don’t find that bastard and make all my own dreams come true.”

“Just as long as you remember you’re splitting the reward with us,” a man from another booth said. “We’re working together, and don’t you forget it.”

“That’s the only way we’re ever gonna catch Crazy Ken,” another bounty hunter said. “That’s why all the rest keep getting themselves killed. They ain’t organized like us. They keep trying to take him on in small groups, but there’s a whole ten of us, so I reckon we stand a decent chance.”

“And a thousand gold split ten ways is still a hundred gold for everybody,” a bearded man said.

“Hey, how come you ain’t saying nothing?” the first man called.

For a second, I thought he might be talking to me, but then I saw the flicker of a pipe from the far corner of the room. A man in the booth farthest from the door leaned forward through a cloud of his own smoke, spat on the floor, and waited until the rest of the conversations had died down.

I hadn’t thought much about this man when we first walked in, since I assumed he was just another asshole trying to drink and smoke his troubles away in the middle of the day. But now that he so obviously commanded the attention of the other bastards in the room, I studied him as much as possible without staring directly at him.

The man looked like he was about average height, but his chest was so broad that even his cloak couldn’t hide the thick muscles underneath it. Dark blond hair streaked with silver hung down to his shoulders, but the man was completely clean-shaven, and from what I’d seen in Hamstead, this was pretty unusual. When he took another puff from his pipe, I noticed that his movements were precise and surprisingly graceful for someone so muscular, and I guessed this man had some kind of professional military training.

“I haven’t said anything because I do not enjoy blabbing my business all around town,” the blond man finally answered. “I only agreed to lead you all because you each promised me twenty gold from your share of the reward, but don’t forget that I am perfectly capable of hunting down this monster lover by myself. You need me, but I do not need you.”

“Sorry, Jaggers,” one of the other bounty hunters said quickly. “We’re just excited to catch this son of a bitch before he kills any more humans.”

“Or brings any more monsters up from the underdark,” the bearded man said.

“Did you find any trace of him down there?” another man whispered. “You said you were gonna try to pick up some kind of trail in the underdark, and--”

“It might be best to wait until there are no young parties present,” Jaggers said with a nod across the pub to me. “I would hate for a child to overhear anything about the filthy underdark.”

“I appreciate that,” I said quickly. “But between you and me, I hope you catch the bastard soon. I know it’ll make my little girl sleep better at night.”

“I don’t have any gold, but I could sing you a very pretty song if you catch him!” Abby volunteered as she twisted around in the booth to face the bounty hunters. “It could go like this--”

“Not now, sweetheart,” I interrupted when she started to hum. “Did you finish your drink?”

“Yep!” Abby said, but she kept humming quietly after she answered me.

“Good luck, guys,” I told the group of rough-looking men.

We stood up to leave, but I purposefully left a small coin bag on the seat of the booth. It only had a few silver in it, since most of my coins were in my main pack, but it would give me an excuse to come back inside a second later.

As soon as we left, I waited about twenty seconds before I told Abby to wait beside the wagon while I dipped back inside to get the coin bag.

“…and fucking big-ass tits based on the bikini top,” Jaggers was saying when I entered. “What I wouldn’t give to bury my face in a pair of them, right before I buried my dick in--”

“Sorry, fellas,” I said when the blond bounty hunter paused. “Coin pouch must have slipped out on the seat.”

Jaggers was studying me intently, and even though I made myself as small as possible, I was pretty sure he was still watching even after I grabbed the coin pouch. I turned around, tipped the woman behind the counter another coin, and headed back toward the door.

As much as I wanted to hear what else these men were going to say, it would have been too suspicious if I waited around any longer, so I ducked back out into the street to rejoin my siren daughter.

This was bad.

On the one hand, I was pleased as punch that our clothes hadn’t been found by an orc army with two thousand soldiers. My homestead might be pretty strong, but it wasn’t ready for that kind of invasion yet. But the other part of me was boiling with so much anger and worry that I couldn’t see anything but red.

This blond bounty hunter must be a hell of a tracker, especially since I hadn’t found any trace of him in the underdark. Then again, my job in the Army had never been about stealth. It had always been about blowing shit up and rebuilding it, so I wasn’t surprised someone so capable had finally picked up my trail.

Or maybe he hadn’t really picked up my trail. He had clearly found Khara’s missing top and probably my shredded shirt, too. The thought of some other man thinking about my wife’s body made my fists tighten until the tension ran all the way up my arms into my shoulders, but I forced myself to breathe and focus on the facts.

If Jaggers had picked up our trail from that chamber, then he would have already found the cave close to our homestead. I still had it rigged with traps, so I doubted he would have gotten past them, and that meant he probably hadn’t been able to follow us very far from where he’d found the clothing. If he connected the clothes to me, then the bounty hunter had likely guessed that I was living in the underdark instead of somewhere on the surface.

Hell, maybe he even assumed I’d been shredded by some monster based on how my shirt was ripped apart.

Either way, it didn’t sound like the clean-shaven man had tracked me back to our home, and I sure as hell hoped it would stay that way. The other bounty hunters would have been easy enough to take care of, but Jaggers seemed like the kind of man who might actually have a decent attack plan.

“Daddy?” Abby whispered.

“Sorry, sweetie,” I said, and I took another deep breath to let the cloud of anger fade from my vision. “Those are some bad men inside that pub.”

“Can we kill them?” my siren daughter whispered from her perch in the driver’s seat of the wagon.

“Now’s not really the time or place,” I said. “But I’m sure they’ll get what’s coming to them sooner or later.”

“Wouldn’t it be fun if they found our home?” Abby giggled. “Then they could get what’s coming to them sooner, and Handsome and I could have some fun together! He was very sad that he couldn’t come to town with us today, and he has been so very, very bored.”

“I’m sure this has nothing to do with the fact that you’re also bored and want to practice some of your skills,” I chuckled.

“It is important to punish bad men for doing bad things,” Abby said. “And fun! It’s also very fun.”

“It’s also important to keep our home secure,” I said. “But listen, I didn’t like the way that Jaggers was looking at us, so let’s get to the blacksmith’s shop and then head home.”

“What about the draft horses?” Abby asked.

“We’re not gonna get those today,” I said. “I want to make sure the barn is absolutely secure before I put down good money for the draft horses. The last thing I need is for the gobs to eat them when they’re kind of the key thing my whole plan hinges on.”

“Okay!” my siren daughter said, and then she began humming the same tune she had started singing in the pub.

As soon as I hopped up beside her, she changed the tune slightly, and I felt a strange sense of happiness come over me. I almost felt giddy, like a kid about to rip into a stack of birthday presents, and a stupid grin spread across my face as the wagon rolled down the street toward the blacksmith’s shop.

The threat of rain had been driven off for now, so there were only distant clouds to the east. The suns were shining strong again, but a stiff wind in our faces kept us from getting too hot. I wouldn’t even have minded a little extra heat, though. I was in such a good mood that even the thought of Jaggers and the other bounty hunters back in the pub didn’t bother me.

Then I realized that was kind of odd since I had been so mad about it only a few seconds ago.

I narrowed my eyes at my siren daughter. “What are you humming, Abby?”

“Just a little song to make everyone happy!” Abby giggled. “See? Everyone is so happy!”

I glanced over my shoulder and felt my heart stop. The street was still busy with people, but my attention was focused on over a dozen folk who had been walking down the road in our same direction.

Now they were all dancing and kicking up their heels every few seconds like their favorite song had just come on the radio. Two people had even grabbed a few stones from the side of the road and were now juggling them like a sideshow attraction, but when a third person tried to start juggling stones too, his stones all crashed down onto his skull.

Then he collapsed in the dirt with his limbs at uncomfortable-looking angles.

Shit.

The people around him just cackled as if he’d passed out from drunkenness and not from a definite concussion, and they kept on dancing around his unconscious body. Sometimes they danced with each other, but most of them seemed lost in their own world where only they could hear the music they were dancing and juggling to.

But there were some humans who didn’t seem affected by Abby’s song. Every time the drunken dancers bounced into them, the sober villagers shoved them into vendor stands, and fruits and vegetables spilled across the road behind us. Then the angry villagers shouted at the dancers about losing their minds, and that seemed to wake everyone out of their daze.

“Abby!” I hissed.

“It’s just making everyone happy!” Abby said innocently.

“It also might draw attention to us,” I sighed as I ran my fingers through my hair. “I mean it.”

“Okay,” Abby imitated my sigh, and then she changed the tune she was humming.

I glanced back one more time to see that the dancers and jugglers were all blinking like they just woke up from a bad dream, and they stumbled around while they tried to remember what they were supposed to be doing in the first place.

“Thank you,” I told my little girl. “It’s a good song, even if I’m a little surprised that you’ve been working on one to make people giddy with happiness.”

“That is only the beginning of the song.” Abby scooted closer to me so she could tell me more. “When I finish the rest of the song, it will make them so happy that they lose their minds and then start trying to peel their own flesh off!”

“Abby,” I made my voice as stern as possible, “you thought the main road through Hamstead in the middle of the day was the best time and place to test this?”

“But I didn’t make them attack each other, just like I promised!” the little siren insisted. “Plus, I haven’t even finished making the song yet!”

“No more violence while we’re in town,” I said firmly, even though I had to admit I was impressed with Abby’s siren abilities.

And with her ability to work around the rules I set for her.

“Okay!” she said happily.

By the time we reached the blacksmith’s shop on the next street, the villagers seemed to have calmed down. They all went about their business behind us like normal, and I tried not to glance backward too often so I wouldn’t seem suspicious. But Abby stopped humming when I helped her down from the wagon, so I didn’t think too much more about it.

The blacksmith was a burly, bearded fellow who also seemed to be half-deaf from the constant clanging of his forge. When he finally understood that I was asking for iron scraps, not lion traps, he grunted and waved me over to the side of his workshop. There was a pile there of all the metal scraps left over from previous projects, and even though he planned to use them all eventually, he said I was welcome to take whatever I wanted as long as I paid for it.

I asked to buy a number of axles I’d seen in his shop first, but after I paid for the axles, the blacksmith seemed to have changed his mind about the iron. Now he said I should take whatever I wanted from his scrap heap completely for free, just because it meant he wouldn’t have to sort through it all later.

I looked sharply at my siren daughter, but Abby smiled innocently and went back to singing while she played with a spare horseshoe she had found. I thought about offering again to pay for the scraps, but since I’d already paid him a decent price for the axles, I figured I might as well take the gift.

Even if it was only thanks to my little girl’s persuasive singing.

She had kept her promise not to make any humans attack each other, so that showed some progress when it came to her willingness to listen to me. But at the end of the day, she was still half-siren, and that meant my little girl craved chaos and violence. So if she wanted to channel that into getting me some free scrap metal for our railway, it seemed like a pretty harmless way for her to exercise her abilities.

The blacksmith helped me load all the scrap iron into the back of the wagon with all my other new supplies. I thanked him again as I lifted Abby up into the driver’s seat, and then I glanced at a new line of clouds in the sky. They were headed in our direction from the northwest, so I climbed up into the wagon myself and clicked Charlie’s reins to take us home before we got caught in any rain.

Abby didn’t sing at all as we drove back through Hamstead. At least, not until we passed the pub from earlier. Then she started humming a soft tune, but since no one started to click their heels together and dance around like a bunch of munchkins from The Wizard of Oz, I shrugged and let my little princess do her thing.

When the pub door opened as we drove past it, I glanced at it from the corner of my eye. Jaggers stood there staring at us for a moment, but then he nodded, touched his cap, and strode across the street into a fur shop, followed by about half of the other bounty hunters who had been inside.

Then I turned my attention to the road again and settled into the seat for the long drive home. I tried to focus on my siren daughter’s cheerful humming or the suns that were still stronger than the threat of rain behind us, but my mind kept going back to the blond bounty hunter’s intense stare.

It seemed so pointed at the time, but I supposed I could have been imagining it. The guy seemed pretty intense to begin with, but that was exactly why I didn’t want to let my guard down.

Finally, I told myself that if Jaggers thought I was Crazy Ken, he would have tried to snag me right there instead of waiting.

That’d be the logical thing to do.

I took a deep breath, clicked the reins to make Charlie go a little faster, and tried to enjoy the rest of my drive with the little blonde angel singing beside me.
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Chapter 8

We got back to the homestead about two hours before first sunset. It had been an all-day affair to go to Hamstead and back again, especially since the rain had finally caught up to us about two miles from home. As soon as the rain started to soak Abby, her siren form had taken over, so I quickly threw my oversized cloak over her in case we ran into any humans.

The road was deserted though, probably thanks to the rain, and I was glad we didn’t have any trouble on our way back. When we reached the bend in the river that started our real home stretch, Calli popped up out of the water to greet us.

“Did it rain on you in town?” the beautiful siren asked with concern as her breasts floated gently on top of the water.

“No, thankfully,” I chuckled. “But we’ll have to keep a better eye on the clouds next time Abby comes to town with me. It would have been a little hard to explain why my daughter suddenly sprouted a tail.”

“We could have killed them all together,” Abby said confidently and then turned to her mother for confirmation. “Don’t you think so?”

“Of course I do, sweetheart,” Calli laughed.

The music of my siren wife’s laughter made my head spin a little, and I didn’t think I would ever get used to how breathtaking she was. Even with her blonde hair completely soaked and most of her body hidden by the river, Calli’s big blue eyes looked up at me with so much love that I could have melted into a puddle right there.

“Why don’t you swim the rest of the way home with your mom?” I told my daughter. “The rain looks like it’s going to clear soon, but I always liked swimming whenever it was raining.”

“Thanks, Daddy!” Abby threw her arms around me.

I scooped her up, carried her down to the edge of the river, and then threw her into the water so she landed with a giant splash that absolutely soaked me and delighted her.

“Can I swim for a while instead of going straight home?” Abby asked.

“Who is this little siren asking for permission?” Calli laughed.

“I’m trying to be verrry good,” Abby giggled as she splashed around. “So, can I?”

“Sure you can,” I answered. “Just be careful if you swim on your own.”

“I will be!” Abby said, and then after she hummed a few more notes of the song she’d been singing the whole way home, she dove under the water and disappeared with a flash of her vibrant purple tail.

“I missed you,” Calli said from where she had half-pulled herself up onto the riverbank.

“I missed you too, Calliope.” I smiled at the beautiful blonde.

“Did Aberdeen cause any trouble in town?” the siren asked.

“Only a little,” I chuckled. “She got the suppliers to give me some really discounted and also free shit, so that was helpful. And she didn’t make anybody kill each other, so I feel like that’s progress.”

“Oh no, Ken Jewell!” Calli gasped. “That is backward progress! Our daughter should be getting more clever and creative when it comes to slaughtering people, and she should be disobeying you more! Defiance is as important to a growing siren as making our enemies piss themselves from fear!”

“Well, she did make a few people spew nothing but nonsense words,” I said. “Plus, she got a bunch of other humans to dance and juggle like they were a carnival attraction.”

“What’s a carnival?” Calli asked.

“It’s like a big festival,” I said. “There are games and rides, plus people who are paid to entertain you with song, dance, acrobatics, or most anything else you can think of.”

“A carnival sounds like so much fun!” Calli said. “So our daughter’s song made people lose their minds and think they were part of a carnival?”

“Yeah, plus she said the song eventually makes them peel their own flesh off,” I said. “So, I think she’s still living up to her siren potential.”

“That makes me so happy to hear,” the beautiful siren sighed. “If you had not already put another baby inside me, then I would ask you to give me another one right now.”

“I love you, too,” I chuckled. “I’m gonna head back to the house and drop off all this stuff for Ruby. Has she taken a break today?”

“Only when Nika threatened to unleash Khara on her,” Calli admitted. “That threat made her stop long enough for me to force a little lunch on her. Ruby is small, but when she gets focused on a project, she is very hard to distract!”

“Just one of the things we love about her,” I said. “How is Khara doing?”

“Nika released her after second lunch,” Calli said. “Sawsaw took a break from helping Ruby during first lunch and hunted down a buck. He and Shitter herded it closer to the homestead, so as soon as Nika released her, Khara caught the scent and chased it down in less than two minutes.”

“I hope that means Khara is feeling a little calmer now,” I said.

“She’s been hunting for most of the afternoon since then,” the siren replied. “So, I think her hormones are starting to level out again.”

Suddenly, there was movement from one of the trees on my side of the river. I started to reach for my knife, but then my orc wife’s muscular gray body dropped down from the lowest pine branch to land in a careful crouch beside my wagon.

“I think the buck, coyote, river snake, and wild boar I have killed would agree with you.” Khara licked her lips. “It has been quite a productive afternoon.”

“Damn, you’re getting almost as sneaky as Nika,” I swore.

“Only because I am still in hunting mode,” Khara replied, and I noticed that the crazy light in her red eyes had calmed down since the last time I saw her.

“If you’ve hunted enough, you can ride back with me,” I offered as I made my way back to the cart and climbed up. “I’m about to take all these supplies to Ruby.”

“Thank you.” Khara wiped a little dried blood from her chin. “I would like to apologize to Ruby for almost ruining all her strawberry cupcakes.”

“Fair enough.” I gestured to the seat beside me. “Hop in.”

“I will see you both at home!” Calli called, and then she dove down and rippled like a rainbow through the water until I lost sight of her.

I nudged Charlie forward again and then glanced over at my orc wife. She was soaked from hunting in the rain, and her small bikini top was now practically see-through, so I could see the way her charcoal-gray nipples stood at attention. Her dark brown hair was wet and tangled, but Khara just pushed it out of her face and licked her small fangs again like she was remembering the exact way the wild boar had tasted when she brought him down.

“Do you see anything you like, husband?” Khara smirked.

“Oh, I see fucking plenty,” I teased. “I’m glad you’re feeling better today.”

“I do not know how long it will last,” the brunette orc warrior said. “But it is pleasant to feel calmer for a moment.”

When the drawbridge lowered in front of us, I guided Charlie over the ten-foot-deep trench, around the back of the house, and straight to Ruby’s workshop. Nika and Sawsaw rushed over from where they had lowered the drawbridge for us, and my goblin wife oohed and aahed over all of the supplies we had gotten. Then Maximus hurried over from the barn to unhitch Charlie and put him out to pasture, and I finally got a chance to see what Ruby had been up to since Abby and I left that morning.

The petite redhead herself was nowhere in sight, but the evidence of her work was everywhere. The tarp from my molle pack had been fastened to the roof of the workshop and stretched out as far as it could go to form a ceiling over a large patch of grass. Two other canvas tarps that I’d bought in Buckshire a few weeks ago were also fastened to the workshop roof. They stretched out toward the house and also toward the northern perimeter wall, and they were attached to stakes in the ground just like the first tarp was.

It wasn’t hard to see why Ruby had erected all the tarps as a kind of temporary shelter. Massive planks of wood littered the ground underneath the tarps in every direction. They filled every empty space below the shelter of the tarps, so the feisty redhead’s entire workshop was surrounded by long strips of wood now.

The planks were balanced on small wooden wedges to keep them off the ground so no moisture could seep directly into the wood, but the rain needed to stop soon before all the moisture in the air got sucked right into the planks. This was a critical time for the wood to cure before we built anything from it, and I hoped the fact that the rain was coming down softer now meant it would stop soon.

“Ruby is very impressive for a small dwarf who pukes like a fountain,” Khara said as she surveyed the redhead’s work beside me.

“Shit, you can say that again.” I moved underneath one of the tarps so I could get a better look at all the planks.

The wood looked like sturdy oak, but any resemblance that it had to a tree was now gone. The trunks had been stripped of all their branches, planed to remove the bark and level out any unevenness in the wood, and then sawed into long planks that a man could carry by himself. They were still long and dense, so it wouldn’t have been easy to carry more than a few at a time, but my guess was Ruby had done all this woodwork on the other side of the river before it rained and then carried the planks back over to her workshop.

When I saw a half-gnawed animal leg moving around by itself in between two of the boards, I also guessed that Ruby had not moved the planks by herself.

“Boys.” I cleared my throat. “You wouldn’t be trying to hide from Ruby, would you?”

One by one, all my goblin sons shed their camo modes so they reappeared all around Ruby’s worksite. Shitter and Canigo had collapsed on their backs between two of the longer oak planks, while Timber leaned up against the side of the dwarf’s workshop. Fetch was sitting down and playing with the half-eaten animal bone, Blink had his head in his hands like a middle-aged man who had given up on life, and the unnamed gob was perched on the edge of the workshop roof, so his little green feet stuck down in the gap between the tarp and roof.

“Bad gobs,” Sawsaw said with a frown. “Help Ruby, not hide.”

“Sneak mode is for sneaking,” Nika agreed. “Not for hiding from Aunt Ruby.”

“Ma!” Blink moaned.

“You heard your mother,” I said. “I can see that Ruby’s been working you all pretty hard, but that’s no excuse to hide from her. How else is she going to finish our plans to rob the quarry in a respectable amount of time?”

Shitter hung his head down, and I knew my second eldest felt bad since he was supposed to set a good example for his brothers now that he was in charge of his own squadron. And I let him feel bad for a minute because the alternative was that my petite and pregnant wife might try to do all of this work herself.

Ruby might be an insanely strong and badass dwarf, but she was still carrying our child, and I didn’t want her in danger of overworking herself.

Fetch and Timber looked like they felt a little bad, but Canigo and Blink looked defiant, or maybe they were just exhausted.

“No more hide-and-seek if Ruby needs you, got it?” I told them.

“Or perhaps they would rather play hide-and-seek with me,” Khara suggested and then licked her small fangs again.

“No, Da!” My sons all jumped to their feet, and the littlest one fell down through the gap between the roof and tarp so he could totter over to join the others.

“Gobs good,” Shitter said quickly. “Gobs work hard.”

“No hide-and-seek!” Canigo added.

“How disappointing,” Khara snickered. “I suppose I will have to find someone else to hunt. I mean, seek. Maybe the small human girl would be interested in a game.”

“You wanted to apologize to Ruby for almost ruining her cupcakes, remember?” I reminded my fierce orc wife before she had the chance to scare Matilda to death again.

“Yes, I do,” Khara sighed. “Then maybe later, I can tell the small human she should make her strawberry pie for you again. I could help her slice the strawberries with my claws, and then the blood could dribble down my arms like a fun little surprise to lick up.”

“You are very silly, Khara,” Nika giggled. “Blood that you squeeze from fruit is called juice, not blood. That is what you meant, isn’t it?”

“It could be,” Khara replied, but her tone told me that was most definitely not what she meant.

“How have the gobs been today, other than trying to hide from Ruby just now?” I asked Sawsaw to try and distract Khara from thinking about stalking poor Matilda.

“Gobs mostly good,” my son replied. “But Fetch… fetches.”

“Fetch?” My second youngest perked up at the sound of his name, and then he immediately trotted over with his gnawed animal leg in tow. “Fetch? Fetch?”

“I’m glad it seems like you’ve recovered from your exhaustion, even though it sounds like you’ve been pretty distracted today,” I chuckled, and then I took the leg he offered me. “Here you go, buddy.”

I threw the leg as far as I could, and Fetch whipped around so fast that he slid sideways. He raced forward like a dog on all fours before he managed to straighten himself up again, and then he tore after the leg to retrieve it.

“Where is Ruby, anyway?” I asked Nika.

“If she is not sawing down more trees, she is probably inside her workshop,” my goblin wife said. “Nimble Fingers gets very focused when she is working, so she probably does not even hear us out here!”

“Alright, boys,” I said. “Take a break while I talk to Ruby. If the rain doesn’t let up soon, you might not have to do anything else anyway. But don’t run off too far, or I’ll send Khara to find you.”

Khara snapped her jaws together like she was taking a bite out of a gob, and my sons all straightened up a little more and then did their best to march away like proper soldiers.

“Oh, and Sawsaw?” I called after my eldest. “I picked up this padlock while we were in town. I need you to install it on the barn to replace the one the boys almost broke.”

“Sawsaw,” my son agreed.

I almost thought Ruby might have gone back across the river to chop down more trees in her frustration about the weather, but when Nika, Khara, and I all headed inside the petite redhead’s workshop, we found her bent over the table of papers like she had never left it. She didn’t even look up when we came in, at least not until I knocked on the inside of the door to announce ourselves.

“Fucking codswallop!” Ruby jumped. “When the hell did you all get here? Is it still raining? Is Khara still hungry?”

“I am satisfied for the moment,” the orc warrior woman replied. “But I apologize for the incident with the cupcakes. They are your special treat, and I regret interfering with your enjoyment of them.”

“Eh, don’t worry about that.” Ruby waved her hand. “They weren’t ruined, and Matilda brought me another fresh batch this morning, so we’re all good.”

Khara sniffed the air like a bloodhound. “Ah, yes, I smell that now.”

“Want one?” Ruby grabbed a cupcake topped with red frosting and held it out to the brunette orc.

“I meant I smell the human,” Khara chuckled. “But I will accept the blood of strawberries mixed with powdery sugar.”

“You’ve been busy,” I told Ruby while Khara gobbled up the cupcake like it was sweet bone marrow. “How the hell have you already prepped all that wood?”

“I’d have more done too, if it wasn’t for the fucking rain,” Ruby muttered.

“Were you able to cover the wood before it started raining?” I asked.

“Yeah, and we had already elevated it off the ground,” the small woman replied. “But it’s really slowing me down. The wood was supposed to cure under the heat of the bloody Holy Twins today, and now we’ll have to wait for the air to dry out completely. The wood will only be able to dry after that.”

“I hope that means the boys were helpful today,” I said.

“The gobs were great,” Ruby answered. “I think I worked them a little too hard, but I couldn’t have done all this without them.”

“Work is good for them,” I said. “They need to learn a little discipline, and I’ll take anything that keeps them distracted from trying to slaughter the livestock.”

“I think Timber might become a builder like Nimble Fingers,” Nika said proudly. “He listened so closely to Ruby the first half of the day, and he tried very hard to pay attention to everything she was teaching him about wood.”

“What happened the second half of the day?” Khara asked.

“The gobs’ attention span ran out.” Nika shrugged.

“Timber did a great job,” Ruby agreed. “I think the kid is trying to live up to his namesake or something.”

“He’s always really interested whenever I do any woodwork,” I said, and I remembered how proudly Timber had announced his name after I felled a particularly big pine tree and yelled “Timber!” to make sure everyone was out of the way.

“I am so proud of our boys, Ken Jewell,” Nika sighed. “They didn’t kill any sheep or pigs today, and they worked very hard to learn what Ruby was teaching them.”

“How about chickens?” Khara smirked.

“No, they did not kill any chickens, either!” Nika was damn near glowing with pride for our sons.

“I’m impressed you’re actually trying to teach the gobs what you’re doing, Ruby,” I chuckled. “I thought your pregnancy was making you less patient, not more.”

“It was Nika’s idea,” Ruby replied. “She thought I might as well try to teach the lads what I’m doing while I’m at it so they have some idea how to prep wood, build wagons, and eventually lay railroad tracks through the underdark, too. Even though I guess we’re not getting to that today.”

“Did you think you would?” I laughed. “You only just chopped the trees down for the getaway wagons!”

“It is slower progress than I would have liked,” Ruby huffed, as if I had just insulted her. “But it takes longer to teach while I’m doing things instead of just bossing everybody around.”

“You’ve done more work today than a whole work crew back on Earth might do in a week,” I said.

“If that is the normal human work pace, then this is just more proof that you are an exceptional human,” Ruby said. “But a dwarf should be able to work much faster.”

“You’re also growing a life right now,” I pointed out. “Don’t you think that means you can cut yourself a little slack?”

“Hard work is good for the baby.” Ruby patted her stomach. “It’ll make it stronger than their pitiful excuse for a dwarven mother.”

“Alright, that’s it,” I said as I marched over behind the petite redhead. “No more insulting my wife.”

“But I didn’t mean--” Ruby stopped herself with a little squeal when I picked her up in my arms and started to carry her toward the door.

“It’s lucky for you that we came back with a lot of new toys for you to play with, so maybe you’ll stop being so hard on yourself,” I said as I looked down at the beautiful redhead. “Do you want to see?”

“Fuck yes, are you crazy?” Ruby pushed a stray piece of ginger-red hair back behind her ear.

“Ken Jewell is only crazy about you, Nimble Fingers!” Nika giggled. “Oh, and his three other wives! Oh! And also his future wives that he hasn’t met yet!”

When I carried Ruby out to look at the wagon of supplies, I thought she might be the one to actually go crazy. She jumped right out of my arms and into the back of the wagon, and then she started lifting up one item after another. The soft rain completely soaked through her white tank top in a matter of seconds, and I saw that Nika and Khara couldn’t seem to take their eyes off the other woman’s cleavage any more than I could.

“Oh, you are perfect, and oh yes, I can make you work, too,” Ruby muttered to each new tool she held up, and it was like she had completely forgotten anyone else was there with her. “Oh, and hello there! I haven’t seen one of you in a long time, but we’re going to get along just fine.”

“Uh, Ruby?” I cocked an eyebrow. “Should we leave you alone with these tools?”

“There’s only one tool I’d like to be left alone with,” Ruby snickered with an obvious glance at my crotch.

“Oh, Nimble Fingers, if you want to--”

“No, Nika, that’s okay,” Ruby sighed. “All this stuff needs to be organized into different stations, and if the rain doesn’t let up soon, I’m gonna need to build some kind of fan to help dry shit out. I could hook it up to a wheel, and maybe I could throw Fetch inside the wheel and dangle a leg bone out in front of him. Then he would keep running and turning the wheel, and it would spin the fan around and maybe dry out the wood a little faster.”

“Like a hamster wheel,” I chuckled.

“What is a hamster?” Khara asked. “Is it a new method to stir ham while it is roasting on a spit?”

“Ken Jewell, we should talk,” Nika whispered, and her candy-red eyebrows wiggled like she was coming up with the sneakiest of sneaky plans.

“Okayyy…” I glanced at Ruby, but she had already gone back to sifting through all the equipment from Hamstead. “Khara, would you mind giving Ruby a hand unloading all this shit?”

“It would be easier to focus if these tools were dripping with blood,” the orc warrior grunted. “But yes, I will do as you ask, Ken Jewell.”

As soon as Khara started unloading the equipment and moving it wherever Ruby directed, Nika grabbed my hand and pulled me to the far end of one tarp. The rain drizzled softly on my shoulder where it stuck out from underneath the canvas roof, but Nika seemed to think this was the best place to talk, and I didn’t mind. She was so cute whenever she had a plan that it was hard to say no to her, especially when she slipped her arms around me and looked up at me with nothing but adoration in her emerald eyes.

Well, nothing but adoration and a heaping dose of mischief.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“Shhh!” Nika hissed and pressed her breasts against me like they were going to whisper the secret she wanted to tell me. “It’s about Ruby!”

I glanced at my other redheaded wife only a few yards away, but she was so busy telling Khara where to put everything that she didn’t seem to hear her name.

“She has not stopped working since before first sunrise,” Nika whispered. “She has been going and going and going and--”

“I think I get the picture,” I interrupted. “But you know how Ruby gets when she’s focused on something. Besides, the rain will keep her from doing too much more work today.”

“Oh no, it will not.” Nika shook her head, and her candy-red hair flew in her face. “She has already talked about her plans to convert the barn into a second workshop if the rain does not meet her deadline to stop.”

“Ah, fuck,” I groaned. “She can’t take a bunch of wet shit into the barn. First of all, the barn is for the animals, but second, we can’t let the hay get wet, or it might spontaneously combust.”

“That sounds fun!” Nika bounced on her toes, but then she frowned. “Oh, but the livestock would have less food.”

“Exactly,” I said. “And then our barn would be a pile of ashes.”

“Not our beautiful barn!” Nika gasped. “Do not worry, Ken Jewell. I have a way for you to stop Ruby, and it is a very good plan. You will like it, you will see!”

“It doesn’t have anything to do with killing an enemy while I’m deep inside her, does it?” I teased. “Because that was the last thing you surprised me with.”

“That was the best surprise,” Nika sighed and then glanced down at her stomach. “I can already tell that I am pregnant with a little girl gob, and she will be as clever as she is beautiful!”

“I can’t wait to meet her.” I pushed Nika’s candy-red hair out of her face so I could kiss her forehead. “But you were telling me about your plan to make Ruby take a break.”

“She needs to sleep,” Nika confirmed. “And do you know the very best way to make a beautiful dwarf with big breasts and nimble fingers fall asleep?”

“I’m sure you’ll tell me,” I chuckled.

“You fill her up with your yummy seed, Ken Jewell!” Nika declared. “You make her body shiver with pleasure from the tips of her toes to the ends of her hair, and then when she cannot be pleasured any more, and you have flooded the deepest parts of her womanhood with your creamy deliciousness, you let her fall asleep in your arms. That is how you make her take a break, or she will just keep going and going and going and--”

“I think I can manage that.” I smirked.

“Khara!” Nika shouted. “I think I smell a very angry wild boar south of here! We should go inspect it!”

My orc wife didn’t even bother to answer. She jumped out of the wagon instead and sprinted south so fast that she looked like a gray blur, and I doubted even the rain was falling fast enough to actually hit her.

“Now Ruby is all yours!” Nika whispered loudly. “Have fun!”

Nika hurried back to the house, but Ruby hadn’t even noticed Khara’s absence yet. She was still pointing to tools and announcing where they should go, and the sight of the small bossy woman made me grin. Since she seemed to be completely in her own little world again, I walked right up to the wagon, grabbed her by the waist, and lifted her straight up before I set her down on the ground in front of me.

“Hey, look here!” Ruby scrunched her cute nose up at me. “Just because I’m like a foot and a half shorter than you doesn’t mean you can just pick me up and carry me around! I can walk by myself, you know!”

“Okay, then let’s see you walk into your workshop and kick your feet up for a second.” I crossed my arms over my chest and gave her a playful glare.

“Um, well, I can’t do that,” Ruby answered. “There’s all this equipment that needs sorting, and then I need to figure out a way to make the rain stop or to start drying the wood! I was going to start laying out the tracks we need, and now that I have the--”

“Nope, your walking privileges are revoked,” I interrupted, and then I scooped her right up again, but I threw her over my shoulder this time and carried her straight toward the workshop.

“Oh!” Ruby gasped. “But all my work! But the tools! Wait, where are we going?”

I kicked the door of the workshop shut behind me and then let her slide down my front until her tits were pressed against my chest. Her legs were so short that they still dangled above the ground, but I pushed her back against the door so she knew she wasn’t going anywhere.

“You’ve got two options,” I whispered in her ear and then tickled her neck with my tongue. “You can either let me give you a series of mind-blowing orgasms until you pass out from pleasure, or you can march yourself into the treasure hold so I can lock you up like Khara and force you to take a break.”

“Those are my only two options?” Ruby tilted her neck to give my tongue more room to play with.

“Mhm,” I said as I kissed all the way down her neck. “So, which one is it gonna be?”

“I guess I have been working pretty hard,” Ruby sighed, but from the way she hooked her legs around my waist, I already knew which option she had picked. “There’s just so much to do!”

“Yeah, and we’ll do it tomorrow.” I hooked one arm underneath her hips so my other hand was free to slip underneath her wet tank top. “Right now, I don’t want you to think about anything else except all the ways I’m about to make you climax.”

“Ohhh,” Ruby purred as my fingers started to play with her pale pink nipples. “Yeah, number one. I want the first option, please and thank youuu…”

Her voice trailed off in a contented sigh when I grazed my lips back up her neck to her softly flushed cheeks. Her lips were already parted when mine met hers, and she moaned as my tongue began to explore every part of her mouth.

As soon as we started kissing, I forgot all about the rain, the railway, and even the duke’s fucking quarry. I could only think about the beautiful redhead in my arms and how desperate I was to be inside her. So while I kept kissing her, I slid my hand down her breasts until I tucked my thumb into her short shorts.

“These need to come off,” I growled between kisses.

I let the small woman drop to the ground just long enough to slip out of her shorts, but then I immediately pressed her up against the door again. Ruby hadn’t even gotten a chance to take off her shirt, but I didn’t care. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath her shorts, and that was all I needed to know.

I bent down so I could keep kissing her with her feet planted on the ground, but I started to graze one hand up her inner thigh. When I reached her entrance, Ruby was so wet that my fingers slipped right inside her tight tunnel.

“My… fucking… ohh…” She trembled against the door as I plunged my fingers deeper inside her, and her soft moans told me I was right on target.

“You are so wet for me…” I trailed my lips down her neck again, bent over even further so I could devour her tits, and massaged her tunnel with my fingers until her whole body began to spasm.

“Ohhh, Ken!” Ruby’s back arched against the wall as she screamed my name again, and then her whole body slumped in my arms.

“Feeling more relaxed yet?” I teased before I carefully pulled my fingers out of her dripping entrance.

“Fuuuck, yesss,” Ruby groaned. “Please just fuck my brains out any time I get all crazy with my working, okay?”

“I hope you know that was just the warm-up,” I said as I let my tongue tickle her ear again.

“Ohh, I was hoping you would say that,” my redheaded wife moaned.

I pulled off my clothes as fast as I could, helped Ruby slip out of her wet tank top, scooped the redhead up underneath her hips, and pressed my stiff cock against her entrance at the same time I pressed her spine up against the door.

“Yes, please, give me your tool,” Ruby panted. “I want you deep inside me!”

When I pushed my dick inside her, she was so warmed up that I immediately slid all the way in. Her pelvic muscles tightened around me like a warm velvet glove, and then I proceeded to fuck the petite redhead all over her workshop.

She climaxed again when I still had her pressed up against the door, and she came a third time when I laid her down on the worktable while I was standing up. Then I pulled her down to the floor so I could fuck her from behind, and when I reached around to massage her big breasts while I was deep inside her, she cried out and came again.

Finally, I flipped her back around and pulled her into my lap so she could ride me. As she started to grind our hips together in tighter and tighter circles, Ruby gasped and clenched her muscles to draw my dick even further into her soft tunnel.

“Fuck,” I groaned as she kept grinding her pelvis against me.

“Give me your seed, Ken,” Ruby moaned. “Fuck, please fill me the fuck up until I can’t fucking take any fucking more!”

The moment Ruby started to orgasm, my balls spasmed and unleashed a wave of my essence inside the beautiful redhead, and when she clenched her muscles one more time to grip my cock, I groaned and felt another surge of my seed pour deep into her tunnel.

By the time she collapsed on top of me, I was completely empty, and her legs were shaking with the aftershocks of her pleasure. I carefully pulled out so she could lay down on me and relax entirely, and then I wrapped her in my arms and let us both catch our breath.

“Fuck, I’m done,” Ruby panted. “Even if I wanted to work any more today, there’s no way I could stand up straight to do it. My legs are too wobbly.”

“Mission accomplished,” I chuckled and kissed her cheek.

“I don’t even think I could concentrate if I wanted to!” Ruby continued. “All I can think about right now is how warm your seed is inside me, and how my whole body feels completely awake and completely relaxed at the same time.”

I pulled the tiny redhead closer to me, and she laid her head on my chest.

“You’re incredible,” Ruby sighed. “It’s no wonder all these sexy monster women from the underdark keep finding you. I think your tool might be some kind of homing beacon for all of us.”

“Maybe,” I laughed, but it wasn’t the first time the thought had crossed my mind.

Granhelga said that my power was to bond with underdark monsters and then bring them out into the sunlight, and I had started to wonder if part of my first power was also my ability to draw these women toward me. Maybe I’d just been one lucky bastard in the way I had met my four wives, but then again, maybe there was more to it than just dumb luck.

Maybe it really was some kind of fate that was bringing us all together.

Or maybe this was some part of the second power I was supposed to have. Granhelga had also mentioned I was some rare occurrence of two powers manifesting in one person, but she’d died too soon to tell me more about that.

I didn’t know if this was true or not, or if that was only my ego talking and trying to make me into some kind of god-like messiah to the underdark. Either way, I’d figure it out as I went along, just like I usually did.

Ruby and I dozed together for a while, but the next time we were both awake, we made love again. It was less frantic this time, so we were really able to enjoy each other’s bodies. Then we dozed and made love two more times before I finally reached for an extra canvas tarp from the corner of Ruby’s workshop. I pulled it over our naked bodies and let the petite redhead nuzzle against me.

I wasn’t sure how long we drifted in and out of sleep, but I suddenly woke up when someone started pounding on the workshop door.

“Sawsaw!” my goblin son said before he hammered the door again.

“Shit!” I pulled the canvas tarp up over our bodies a little more and then sat up a little straighter. “Yeah, come in!”

When Sawsaw pushed the door open, I saw that the rain had stopped outside, but it was also completely dark. I didn’t know how the hell so much time had passed, but I had lost myself in Ruby, so I wasn’t really surprised that we had made love until both suns went down.

“Sawsaw!” My son immediately fixed his gaze on the ceiling to avoid looking at Ruby’s bare shoulders.

“What’s wrong?” I recognized the worried tone in his voice.

“Bounty hunters,” Sawsaw grunted. “Ten. Headed here.”
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Chapter 9

I jumped to my feet and instantly started pulling my clothes back on, and Sawsaw politely turned around so Ruby could do the same. I didn’t know how the hell ten bounty hunters had found us, but if they were moving after dark, that meant they had a goal in mind. Otherwise, they would have camped for the night and struck out to search for me again in the morning.

“Where are they exactly?” I demanded.

“East,” Sawsaw replied. “Upriver. Twenty minutes, but on the move.”

“They must have come from the Hamstead-Buckshire road,” I said. “But they could be from either town, or they might not belong to any town at all. Did you get a visual?”

Sawsaw shook his head. “Ma.”

“I’m dressed,” Ruby said, so Sawsaw could turn back around.

“Ma watchtower,” my goblin son continued. “Shitter and Sawsaw squads ready to sneak.”

“Where are Khara, Calli, and Abby?” I asked.

Sawsaw shrugged, but since Nika had only just spotted the bounty hunters, I wasn’t surprised that we hadn’t been able to pull everyone together yet. As soon as I buckled my utility belt with my weapons back on, I grabbed Ruby’s hand and marched us out of her workshop.

“Assemble everybody by the drawbridge,” I said. “I want to take them down before they even get here.”

“Sawsaw!” My son saluted and ran off into the darkness to gather the rest of my monster troops.

When we passed the front porch, a movement caught the corner of my eye half a second before my siren daughter jumped down in front of me and Ruby.

“Taadaa!” Abby was wearing a new camo dress that Nika must have made for her. Her blonde hair was braided into two long pigtails down her back, and her face was completely covered in makeup from my camo stick. Even her eyelids and lips were painted in dark greens and browns.

“What are you—” I started to ask.

“I’m ready!” Abby said cheerfully as she held up two jagged daggers.

“How did you get ready so fast?” Ruby asked. “Nika only just spotted them, and Sawsaw hasn’t even told Khara and Calli yet!”

“I might not have a sneak mode, but I can still have a camo mode, see?” Abby twirled in her camo dress, and I had to admit that she looked adorable.

Deadly, but adorable.

“You didn’t answer the question.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “Abby, did you know these men were coming?”

“Oh, Daddy, how else would I have been able to get ready on time?” the little siren giggled.

“But how could you have known they were coming?” Ruby asked.

“Abby…” I had a feeling I knew exactly how my clever daughter had known these bounty hunters were coming, but I needed to hear her say it.

“Daddy…” She fluttered her eyelashes at me and looked all sorts of adorable.

“Go ahead, Abby,” I said in my most fatherly tone. “Tell Ruby what you did.”

“First, I hummed a very pretty song in the pub when we heard them talking about my daddy,” Abby said proudly. “Then I sang it again when we went by the pub on our way out of town, so they would remember they were supposed to follow us! I sang it all the way home too, and they followed it like breadcrumbs! Silly humans. I can’t wait to murder them.”

“Oh, shit,” Ruby muttered.

“It took them longer than I thought it would,” Abby continued. “Especially because I thought Jaggers was smarter than the others, but he must have kept losing the trail I left him! Maybe it was the rain. I didn’t think rain would matter to a siren trail like it does to a physical trail, but I will think about that next time.”

“Next time?” I groaned. “Abby, you were supposed to tell Ruby what you did because you feel bad about luring men to the house to kill, not because you’re proud of it!”

“But don’t you want to kill Jaggers and his mean men?” Abby asked.

“Of course I do,” I answered. “But you can’t just lure people here! It puts the whole homestead in danger, and we aren’t the only ones who live here. What if something happened to Torrance and his family?”

“I wouldn’t let that happen!” Abby declared. “Matilda makes the best cookies in the whole world, and one day she’s going to give me lots of pretty sisters!”

“Sweetie, we’ve been over this,” I sighed. “Matilda isn’t going to be my--”

“So I didn’t do a good job?” Abby interrupted, and her lower, camouflaged lip began to tremble.

“What?” I could have slapped myself for the way it looked like my little girl was about to burst into tears. “No, no, you did a great job, princess! Your song must have been really powerful to lead them all the way here, and now we’ll get rid of them on our own timeline instead of being surprised by them or letting them gather more men to attack us.”

Abby’s face instantly brightened, and her full camo grin made her look a little psychotic. Then again, she was half-siren, so she was supposed to be.

“Next time, just check with me first, okay?” I told my bloodthirsty little pumpkin. “I want the bounty hunters to be the only ones who are surprised, not me.”

“But Nika says surprises are your favorite!” Abby said.

“Well, that’s not entirely true, but…” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Okay, we really don’t have time to debate this right now. Just warn me next time, but since they’re already on their way here, let’s go kill these assholes.”

“Yes, Daddy!” Abby held out her arms like airplane wings and sprinted toward the drawbridge, and the dark shadow of Handsome followed close on her heels.

Everything inside me wanted to yell that she shouldn’t run with jagged knives in her fists, but I doubted she would have listened to me, anyway. Siren girls were made to resist authority, so I should probably be happy that Abby was growing into her full potential.

And if it gave me a chance to get rid of Jaggers before he had more time to plot a bigger attack against me, then fuck it.

It was a good night for killing.

I wondered if Abby had planned an alternative scenario for if the rain hadn’t stopped, even though she probably would have just lured the men toward the river instead of the homestead. But the rain had stopped, so the little siren was able to run around in the soft moccasin shoes that Nika had made for her.

Actually, it was pretty good weather for stalking assholes who thought they could be sneakier than Crazy Ken and his mostly goblin army.

It was still really cloudy, so there was no light from the red moon or the blanket of stars that were always brighter than the stars back on Earth. It would be harder for the bounty hunters to make their way through the darkness, but I imagined they thought we would all be sleeping now, and that’s why they weren’t going to wait until dawn to attack.

But since my entire family was from the underdark, they could all see pretty damn well at night. I might not have their eyesight or any night vision goggles, but I bet I had a hell of a lot more experience from the Army than these bastards.

My whole family was waiting for my orders at the drawbridge, and that included Nika, who had come down from one of the watchtowers. Sawsaw stood at attention by the windlass, ready to drop the drawbridge as soon as I gave the word. Sawsaw was in charge of all the gobs, but since Shitter had taken charge of his own mini-squad, I had divided my sons up between them.

Sawsaw’s mini-squad of Canigo and Blink stood at attention like mirror images beside him. Shitter was also there with his own squad of Timber, Fetch, and the unnamed youngest gob, but they were still clearly less disciplined than my eldest son’s troops. Timber had to keep grabbing Fetch every time he tried to launch himself at a passing firefly, and Shitter had his grip firmly on the littlest gob’s hair to keep him from running off completely.

Khara, Abby, and Handsome looked the hungriest out of the whole group, and I noticed the crazy light was back in my orc wife’s red eyes.

“Where’s your mom, Abby?” I asked.

“She is watching them from the river!” the half-siren replied.

“Calli will make sure they do not sneak away,” Khara said.

“Okay, here’s the plan,” I said. “Nika, I want you to go back up in the southeastern watchtower and keep an eye on them while they approach. If anybody splits off from the main group, flash the crystals like I taught you.”

“I will be the best at flashing, Ken Jewell!” Nika answered.

An image entered my head of my goblin wife taking off her top to flash the bounty hunters, and I had to suppress a smile. It would have stopped them in their tracks, that was for sure, even if the thought of another man seeing my wife naked made me want to gouge out their eyes and force-feed their eyeballs down their own throats.

Shit. Maybe I was more like a goblin king than I thought.

“Ruby, I want you to take the northeast watchtower,” I continued. “Keep an eye on the landscape, the river, and on Nika. If she gives the signal, you’ll know these assholes are trying to divide and conquer. Then you know what to do.”

“I will raise the alarm and launch the attack from within our walls,” Ruby agreed.

“Now we kill them!” Abby brandished her daggers with a pirate-style flourish, even though I knew damn well that she didn’t actually need weapons to kill her enemies.

“Almost,” I said. “Shitter, I want you to take the lead on this one.”

Shitter just stared at me.

“This is your second official chance to lead your squad in the field,” I said. “I know your first time ended in a bit of a disaster, since your troops left a trail of body parts behind them, but you need real-world practice.”

“Yes, Da.” Shitter tightened his grip on his hatchet.

“The rest of us will act as your backup once we get out there,” I said. “I want you to run this show, but I’ll be right there with you, okay?”

“You will be amazing!” Abby told her brother. “You will think of such clever and disgusting ways to kill them all, I just know it!”

“Abby time,” Shitter growled.

“Yay!” The little siren jumped up and down so her pigtails went flying in every direction like she was at the world’s best sleepover.

“Good luck, boys!” Nika said. “And Abby! And Khara! And tell Calli I wish her good luck, too! I will be ready to flash crystals at a moment’s notice!”

Nika skipped back toward the watchtower to take up her position. Then Ruby’s cute little ass also disappeared toward the other side of the homestead, and I signaled for Sawsaw and Canigo to lower the drawbridge. We all crept across the smooth wood, and once we were clear, I turned to Blink.

“I need you to stay here and watch the drawbridge,” I said. “Keep it lowered, but set up camp here and make sure nobody gets past you!”

“Sawsaw.” Blink nodded, and I tried not to laugh at the fact that my eldest son’s name had just become another way for the rest of the gobs to say ‘yes’ now.

Khara suddenly sniffed the air and moaned.

“Fresh meat!” the orc warrior hissed, and my hand only barely shot out in time to grab the back of her shorts before she disappeared into the night.

“Shitter is running the show tonight,” I reminded her.

“But fresh meat!” Khara pouted so her little fangs pressed into her top lip, and she looked so sexy and cute that I felt myself give in within two seconds.

“Okay, you can have one all to yourself,” I said. “Do whatever you want to him, but we’re gonna follow Shitter’s orders for everybody else, unless things really get out of hand.”

“I understand, Ken Jewell.” Khara was practically panting at the thought of her very own kill.

“You can take your target down as soon as Shitter gives the word to attack,” I said. “This is an important learning opportunity for the kids.”

“Plan,” Shitter announced.

“Let’s hear it, buddy,” I said as we all crept toward the trees at the bottom of the slope.

“Abby and Handsome approach from north,” Shitter snarled. “Sawsaw and Canigo approach from west. Shitter’s squad from behind. Khara and Da from beside river. Close in from all sides on signal. No escape.”

“What’s the signal?” I asked.

The littlest gob belched like he was about to burp the whole alphabet, and then he looked to his older brothers for approval.

“Signal,” Shitter agreed.

“Alright, the loud-ass burp will be the signal,” I said. “Everybody get into position.”

It wasn’t the most detailed plan I’d ever heard, and it also probably wasn’t the most thought out plan, but Shitter would never figure things out for himself if I didn’t let him make his own mistakes every now and then. Plus, we would all be with him this time, so if anything went a little off the rails, I could help get it back on track.

The gobs all split up into the groups Shitter had given them and then went into sneak mode. As they disappeared to surround the bounty hunters from the front and back, Abby and Handsome skipped back up the ridge until I lost sight of them in the darkness. They would circle down from the north as soon as the nameless gob gave the signal, so Khara and I just needed to make sure we were in position by the river.

Khara loped easily beside me as we jogged through the trees at the bottom of the ridge. The river looked like a dark ribbon that cut through the woods on our right, and I glanced over every few seconds for any sign of Calli.

My eyes had already adjusted to the dimness of the night, so I was able to pick our way forward through the trees with the least amount of noise possible, but I knew we had to be getting close to the group of bounty hunters. They had been ten or fifteen minutes away when Sawsaw first alerted me to their presence, and we had left the homestead almost five minutes ago.

A splash sounded so quietly from the river that I might not have heard it if I hadn’t been on high alert for any noise other than my own footsteps. I grabbed Khara’s arm so she didn’t go off-script and then turned toward the river.

My siren wife looked like a dark angel where she had halfway pulled herself up onto the riverbank. Her blonde hair hung in a thick wet braid over one of her shoulders, and even though there was no moonlight or starlight, her pale skin seemed to catch the light of the clouds themselves.

“They are a two-minute walk east,” Calli whispered. “They have stopped and drawn weapons. They seem to think that someone poked their leader in the ass.”

“That must be Fetch or the nameless gob,” I groaned. “I don’t know why they thought it was necessary to poke him instead of just running him through. They’re supposed to be getting behind the bounty hunters, not letting them know we’re coming.”

“Technically, it means they are still sticking to the plan,” Khara pointed out. “This is a good thing for their discipline, is it not?”

“Aren’t you a picture of positivity?” I chuckled. “Thanks, Calli. Stay in the water, but keep an eye on the wall and let us know if Nika gives any kind of warning signal.”

“I will,” the siren promised. “I only hope one of these ugly humans stumbles into the water so I can have a little fun, too.”

“Don’t worry, pretty siren,” Khara said. “I know how important it is for your growing baby to feast upon the terror of your enemies. I will help you.”

“Didn’t you agree to let tonight be Shitter’s operation?” I reminded the fierce orc warrior.

“I can wait until the gobs injure one badly enough that he pisses himself in terror,” Khara offered. “Then Calli can feast upon his terror and wring out every last sweet drop of fear as she kills him?”

“Please?” Calli’s big blue eyes were impossible to resist.

“Fine,” I said with a smile that made the blonde siren’s cheeks flush. “Now get into position!”

Calli sank noiselessly back into the river while Khara and I hurried forward along the banks again. We only had to travel a hundred feet before I heard the panicked whisper of men’s voices from up ahead. We stayed in the shadows of the pines as we crept closer, and less than another hundred feet later, we had a perfect view of the Hamstead bounty hunters.

Khara and I both stood behind thick trunks to conceal ourselves, but the humans had stopped in a clearing in the woods, so their positions were easy to see. The men all wore light packs and were armed with axes, daggers, or clubs. Jaggers stood in their lead, and his clean-shaven face looked even crueler than the cold blade in his hands. The rest of the men had fanned out in a semi-circle to face every direction except for the river.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t be watching the river, too?” one of the bounty hunters whispered, and I immediately froze in case he had heard my feet against the thick pine straw.

“Unless Crazy Ken has taught himself how to swim like a fish, we would have already heard him approach from the river,” Jaggers said. “I can feel us getting close, so don’t lose your nerve now. Do you want that thousand gold or not?”

I held my hatchet ready to go whenever the nameless gob gave his signal, but he would only do that once Shitter was sure everybody was in position. Even then, I wanted Khara and I to hang back and give the kids a chance to flex their abilities.

But from the way Khara’s black claws flashed behind the tree where she was hidden, I knew that was going to be a difficult task. Especially after the beautiful orc warrior licked her lips to catch a little drool that had started to slip down her chin in anticipation of the upcoming feast. It was probably taking all of her self-control not to growl in excitement or just burst out from behind the pine tree and rip the humans all to shreds.

A belch suddenly erupted in the darkness, and then everything turned to chaos.

Sawsaw and Canigo removed their camo and rushed forward from the front of the bounty hunters, but they were the only ones who seemed to be ready. Shitter and his squad were nowhere to be seen, and Abby and Handsome weren’t in position yet, either.

My eldest son hammered his hatchet straight down onto a bearded man’s skull like he was chopping wood, and sure enough, the axe split his skull right open. Sawsaw didn’t even bother to wipe the spray of blood from his toothy grin before he brought the hatchet down again. The blade split all the way down to the man’s nasal bones this time, and my goblin son reached right into the bounty hunter’s open skull, scooped out a fistful of gray brains, and chowed down like he was at a private all-you-can-eat buffet.

Canigo cackled when he saw his oldest brother snacking on the bounty hunter’s brains, but then he rammed his war hammer into another man’s chest hard enough to snap a rib with a resounding crack. He followed it up with another jab that should have fractured the man’s sternum. The bounty hunter got lucky though, and he tripped backward over a fallen branch. My son’s swinging war hammer barely missed him when he tumbled to the ground, and then Canigo got distracted by another target.

By the time Sawsaw and Canigo realized no one else was attacking with them, the bounty hunters had finally processed what the fuck just happened. The men erupted in screams of terror and rage, but I shook my head at Khara to keep her from running into the fray.

“Not yet,” I said. “Give Shitter a couple more seconds to get his act together.”

“I want the blond man with no beard,” Khara purred. “May I have him, husband? I will save you the marrow, if you wish.”

“Nah, that’s all yours,” I said. “For the baby, you know. Not because I don’t want to eat another man’s marrow or anything.”

“You are so generous to me,” Khara said. “It is no wonder Ruby bursts into tears whenever she is not puking.”

Sawsaw had now stopped mid-bite to block the knife of another bounty hunter who attacked him, and Canigo was swinging his war hammer around like he was trying to win top prize in a strongman game. Only instead of ringing a bell every time he lashed it around, he caved in somebody’s cheekbone or put a permanent dent in someone’s crotch.

I didn’t know where the hell my other kids were, but Sawsaw and Canigo were really holding their own.

Then Jaggers suddenly threw a weighted net over Canigo that pinned his body to the ground, and I felt a blind rage descend over me. Right before I gave the order for Khara to enter the fight, Abby appeared from the northern side of the clearing.

Abby was riding Handsome like he was the world’s shaggiest pony and not a giant black wolf-dog who would kill anyone who looked in his yellow eyes for too long. The little blonde siren shrieked in delight as she threw her first dagger into the shoulder of a bounty hunter, and Handsome echoed her shriek with a snarl of his own.

“Handsome, heel!” Abby called as she tumbled off the dog’s back. “No killing yet!”

The shaggy wolf-dog snarled again, but he obeyed the bossy siren girl. He nipped the ankles of every bounty hunter who tried to stray out of their semi-circle formation, and he slowly started to herd them tighter and tighter like they were nothing but a bunch of sheep.

Every time one of the bounty hunters attempted to club or knife the dog, Abby opened her mouth like she was screaming. No sound came out, but each attempted dog-killer clutched his ears whenever Abby opened her mouth, and one asshole accidentally stabbed himself in the ear while he was trying to block out whatever song I couldn’t hear. It made his eyes go wonky, but he pulled the blade right back out and stumbled sideways even though his body was still pointed straight forward.

“May I take that one for Calliope?” Khara growled.

“Uhh…” I glanced at the man who was still running sideways and figured he was already done in. “Sure, go for it.”

Khara moved soundlessly into the fight, picked up the man by the scruff of his neck with one arm, and weaved her way back through the men who couldn’t decide if they should try to fight a little girl, a giant wolf-dog, or the one redheaded goblin boy who was still standing.

As soon as the orc warrior returned to the river, she tossed the kicking man onto the riverbank, and a quiet song filled with dread floated up from the water. I glanced back just long enough to see Calli grab the wonky-eyed man by the shoulders. Her siren song grew more terrifying, and the man shrieked and pleaded to the gods before the beautiful blonde pulled him down into the water to drown him, rip his heart out, or maybe some combination of both.

I looked back at the fight to see if I needed to interfere yet. Jaggers had stalked closer to the spot where Canigo was pinned underneath the weighted net, but the little green monster had switched out his war hammer for a long dagger. Every time the blond bounty hunter got close enough to strike Canigo, the gob-boy thrust his blade through the holes in the net and forced the human to retreat if he didn’t want his Achilles tendons to be sliced in two.

Sawsaw had just started to take on two other bounty hunters at once when Shitter’s squad finally appeared behind the group of humans. Shitter and Fetch started attacking the humans as soon as they came out of sneak mode, but the nameless gob just stood to the side and scratched his ass.

Two pairs of frog legs were sticking out of his mouth. The little monster gave a huge belch that sent one still-alive frog hopping straight out of his mouth, but my youngest immediately clamped his jaws down on the other frog, chewed twice, and then swallowed before he burped again.

“Fetch!” the nameless gob cried and pointed at the first frog who was eagerly hopping away.

“Fetch fetches!” Fetch shouted, and then he immediately forgot about his combat with a bearded bounty hunter and galloped after the hopping frog.

“No, Fetch!” Shitter yell-groaned. “No fetch! Kill men! Kill! Awwww!”

Abby doubled over with laughter as Shitter tried to unsuccessfully direct his younger brother, but then another human saw her, and he closed in like he would actually be able to sneak up on the little siren. Before he even made it three steps, my little girl threw her second dagger right through his throat, and she kept laughing the whole time blood spurted from his neck.

Fetch bounded back to the nameless gob with the frog clasped lightly in his mouth. On his way back, he jumped onto a bounty hunter’s shoulders and plunged his dagger into the side of his neck before the man could even twist his club and try to knock the goblin boy off him. Then Fetch rode his collapsing corpse to the ground, sprinted back to the nameless gob, and dropped the frog at his feet.

The littlest goblin snatched it right up, but he didn’t put it in his mouth. He threw it again instead.

Fetch raced after it again, but at least he thrust his dagger in between another man’s ribs on his way to catch the frog.

“I think I see why Shitter’s squad took so long to show up,” I muttered.

“And why the little one gave a false signal,” Khara added after my nameless son belched again and then just laughed.

Shitter wailed and snapped at his troops, but now that everybody had shown up to the fight, things were getting more under control. Six bounty hunters were already dead, and that left only three men plus Jaggers. The blond leader had retreated from Canigo when he realized he couldn’t get close enough to kill the gob, especially with Sawsaw launching himself toward the bounty hunter every time he took another step toward his brother.

As soon as Sawsaw forced Jaggers to retreat a few steps, he snatched the weighted net off of Canigo. Then Canigo snarled like a wild animal freed from his cage, swung his war hammer around like it was a pair of nunchucks, and advanced toward the blond bounty hunter side by side with his older brother.

“Atta boy,” I said with a proud nod. “This should turn things around a bit.”

Abby and Handsome seemed to be having a riot of a time herding the men whenever they tried to flee, and even though Fetch and the nameless gob seemed to be playing their own game, Shitter at least managed to get Timber to follow his orders. When Shitter ripped open another bounty hunter’s stomach, Timber was right beside him.

He grabbed the asshole’s intestines and ran with them. They spilled out across the ground like moldy linked sausages until Timber wrapped them around a bald bounty hunter’s neck like a noose. But every time the gob tried to tighten the intestines around the man’s neck, they slipped through his fingers. Then he had to duck the bald bounty hunter’s angry blows until he was able to grab the intestine noose again.

Of course by then, Handsome had seen the sausage-like intestines spilling out across the ground, and he couldn’t hold himself back anymore. He zoomed forward, snapped up one end of the intestines, and then just gulped down one foot after another, until his bites finally led him straight to the bald bounty hunter’s neck. Then without even meaning to, Handsome ripped the man’s throat right out.

“This is still progress, Ken Jewell,” Khara observed beside me. “Sloppy, but still effective.”

“Yeah, this is definitely an improvement,” I agreed as I scanned the bloody scene. “I think they’ve learned a bit tonight.”

Now that there was only one bounty hunter plus Jaggers left, I figured the gobs had enjoyed enough fun, so I waltzed out of my position behind the pine tree. Khara was right beside me, but I kept my grip firmly on her arm to keep her from tearing out the leader’s heart before I had the chance to ask him a few questions.

The only remaining bounty hunter besides Jaggers looked ready to shit himself when he saw me, and he flipped his gaze back and forth between me and the grinning goblin boys who were all circling him now like he was the last bite at Thanksgiving dinner.

His friend might have been terrified, but the blond leader of the dead bounty hunters looked surprisingly smug.

“I knew it was you,” Jaggers sneered as he backed up against a tree with his blade raised in front of him. “You were too curious, and that little girl of yours--”

“Abby time,” Sawsaw growled, and all the gobs suddenly raced toward the blond bounty hunter with their teeth bared.

I immediately dropped Khara’s arm and leaped forward to intercept my sons, since the ferocity in their eyes told me they were about to tear him limb from limb. But since I couldn’t turn my back on Jaggers without him stabbing me in the spine, I had to take him down myself before my sons did.

Jaggers thrust his blade toward my ribs the first chance he got, and I noted that this was the move of a practiced fighter, not someone who just swung his weapon around wildly.

But I was ready for it.

I let my grip slide up the shaft of my hatchet so I grasped it just underneath the head. The quick shift in my grip let me block the blond leader’s blade with the axe handle, and my left hand shot out to puncture his stomach with my buck knife.

The bounty hunter staggered back into the trunk of the tree, and I guessed he hadn’t expected me to be armed with both hands. But I had learned a long time ago in the Army that I should never rely on one arm when I could use both. If my dominant hand got injured, I still needed to be able to fight my way out of a situation. And if I was fighting someone in hand-to-hand combat, I would always have the advantage if I could use both hands to wield my weapons.

I might not be quite as skilled with my left hand, but I was good enough to surprise Jaggers, and that was good enough for me.

Jaggers gasped and tried to thrust his blade at me again, but it was a weak blow, and I easily knocked it to the side. The goblin boys all cackled behind me, but when they started trying to dart around the sides to get their own stabs in, I signaled for Sawsaw to come and hold him.

My eldest son headbutted Jaggers to stun him and then slapped the blade out of his hand. Once Sawsaw had the blond bounty hunter pinned by the neck against the tree, I turned to face the rest of the gobs.

“This one belongs to Khara,” I said. “And I wouldn’t recommend messing with any of Khara’s kills if you want to keep your skulls intact.”

“But Da!” Shitter protested.

The orc warrior woman snarled from the darkness behind the tree. Since the moment I had dropped her hand to fight this asshole, Khara had started to circle the tree that Jaggers was pinned against. When she stalked into view now, she looked like a prowling panther with her long dark hair hanging over her bare shoulders and her red eyes glittering with hunger.

“Mine!” Khara growled to the gobs before she kept circling and disappeared into the darkness again.

“I have to ask him a couple questions first,” I stated, but then I glanced at the rest of the clearing and saw that the remaining bounty hunter was fleeing through the trees as fast as he could. “Shitter, aren’t you forgetting something?”

When Shitter looked back and saw the fleeing man, he groaned and smacked his own forehead.

“Do you want me to get him?” Abby giggled as she looked up at her brother.

“Abby time.” Shitter nodded.

Abby put her fingers in her mouth and gave such a loud whistle that I thought my brain might explode out my ears. But as the sound died down, Handsome jerked his head up from where he was still feasting on the gutted man from earlier. The giant wolf-dog looked at Abby, gave an unsettlingly human-like nod, and then bounded into the darkness after the fleeing bounty hunter.

“Handsome will bring him back,” Abby said confidently. “He’s such a good boy.”

“Fetch! Fetch!” My son Fetch clapped his hands.

“That’s right!” Abby giggled.

Then Jaggers grunted in exertion behind me. I spun around fast enough to see him hook a leg around the front of Sawsaw’s shin, and then he thrust his own knee forward to force my son down toward the ground.

A blade flashed from inside Jaggers’ cloak, but I grabbed Sawsaw by his red hair and jerked him out of the way before the bounty hunter could slide his dagger in between my son’s ribs.

“Get back!” I shouted, and I threw Sawsaw the rest of the way to his knees to get out of the way.

But before I could break the blond asshole’s neck, Khara was already on top of him. The orc warrior woman moved so fast that I didn’t even see her until she was on top of Jaggers on the damp ground. The moment her body pinned him, her long black claws popped his left eyeball out of the socket.

Any smugness that Jaggers might have felt earlier fled his body in a damp puddle of piss.

“You fucking bitch!” the bounty hunter shrieked as he twisted beneath Khara’s body. “You fucking crazy--”

Khara clamped his tongue between her claws before he could finish his sentence. My warrior wife’s reflexes were faster than anything I’d ever seen, so I wasn’t surprised that she had caught his tongue while he was still speaking, but I was surprised that she hadn’t instantly ripped it out of his mouth.

“I cannot promise how long I can restrain myself, Ken Jewell,” Khara hissed. “If you have questions for this worm, you should ask them now.”

“I just have a couple.” I smirked as I bent over to pick up his veiny, gushing eyeball. “First off, don’t you know it’s always a bad idea to call a pregnant woman crazy?”

Jaggers’ right eye flared with a mixture of horror and disgust as he looked up at Khara. She snarled and released her grip on his tongue so she could press her claws against his one good eye instead, and then she looked at me for permission to make him completely blind.

“He might pass out, so hold that thought for just a second,” I said, and then I tossed the eyeball to Timber.

The little green monster caught it like a piece of popcorn and gulped it down with a grin.

“You’ll never get away with--”

“I expected more from you, Jaggers,” I interrupted the man. “I thought you actually might be an impressive opponent, but now I see that you’re just another cocky bastard who acts before he thinks.”

“I had a plan,” Jaggers snarled as he twisted uselessly beneath Khara’s strength. “You would never have seen it coming, but then I-- I--”

“Then I tricked you into following us home!” Abby piped up. “I thought it would be more fun this way, and it was!”

“What was your plan?” I demanded of the one-eyed man. “Who else knows about the clothes you found in the underdark? And who knows where you were headed tonight?”

“Like I’d tell you shit,” Jaggers spat, but then Khara’s claws tightened on his remaining eyeball and made him squeal.

“Go ahead, Khara,” I told the brunette warrior.

“Hold on, wait!” Jaggers whimpered. “I’ll tell you!”

Before he could tell me anything, Handsome trotted back into the clearing with a man’s forearm between his teeth. He dropped it at Abby’s feet, and the little siren patted his head.

“Good boy, Handsome,” Abby said.

“Uh, Abby?” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Where the hell is the rest of that bounty hunter?”

“Oops!” Abby giggled. “I should have been more specific with Handsome.”

“Shitter, take your squad and go get the rest of the man’s body,” I groaned. “Bring it back here so we can get rid of it with the others. Sawsaw and Canigo, I want you two to clean up the blood trail. Abby and Handsome, you both stay here with me.”

“Yes, Da!” the gobs all said.

As soon as my sons took off through the trees, I sighed and turned my attention back to Jaggers.

“You were about to tell me who else knows where you were headed tonight, and who you’ve told about the clothes you found,” I reminded him.

“Fuck you and your fucking family of freaks.” The man tried to spit at me, but he couldn’t twist his head away from Khara’s claws, so the spit just dribbled from the corner of his mouth instead.

“Take his eye out,” I ordered.

The fierce orc woman immediately plunged her claws into the man’s eye socket so deeply that she ripped out his eyeball by its roots, and it looked like bloody tentacles hung down from it. While Jaggers screamed almost as loud as my siren daughter when she was exploding someone’s brains, Khara tossed the eyeball to Handsome, and the wolf-dog gobbled it up with a satisfied slurp.

“You can say whatever you want about me, dickbag,” I said. “But I’ll be damned if I stand here and let you talk shit about my family.”

Jaggers wailed something that might have been words, but it was impossible to understand him.

“Can I kill him yet?” Khara panted. “His shrieks are filled with terror, but they are also irritating. I would prefer to devour him in peace.”

“One last chance, Jaggers,” I said. “If you tell me, I’ll have my wife kill you fast. Otherwise, she’ll take her time. Who else knows anything?”

“Fucking everyone!” Jaggers screamed as Khara drummed her claws into his bleeding eye sockets. “The whole town! The duke! The king! Everyone! You’ll beg for death before the end!”

“Shit, that’s disappointing,” I sighed. “You kinda killed all the fun in this for me, you know that?”

“What do you mean?” The musical voice of my siren wife came from behind me.

I glanced back to see that Calli had pulled herself out of the river and was now seated on the bank with her tail still in the water. Her skin seemed to be glowing even more than usual, and I wondered if it was the glow of pregnancy or the glow of a fresh kill.

Hell, maybe it was both.

“He’s just trying to make us panic,” I said. “He’s a shit liar. Nobody knows where they were headed tonight, just like nobody knows about the clothes. That was my guess, but I wanted him to confirm it.”

“You are so smart, Ken Jewell,” Calli purred with an admiring smile.

“How did you know, Daddy?” Abby asked.

“Jaggers and the rest of these men wouldn’t want to share the bounty with anybody else, so of course they wouldn’t have told anyone else about the clothes they found,” I said. “And that’s the same reason they wouldn’t have told anybody where they were going tonight.”

“It’s only… a matter… of time!” Jaggers gasped. “They’ll find you, and then--”

“Enough,” I cut him off. “Khara, he’s all yours.”

The fierce orc woman thrust her whole fist into the bounty hunter’s mouth, grasped the back of his tongue, and severed it with her claws in one quick jerk. He shrieked in pain again, but without his tongue, his screams were much more muted in his bloody mouth.

Khara lifted herself off the man long enough to flip him over onto his stomach, and she twisted one arm behind his back until his shoulder socket popped like a firecracker. She sank her long claws into his shoulder next, but then she just kept twisting and pulling her nails through his tendons like tiny knives.

Jaggers screamed the entire time, but when my gray-skinned wife finally ripped his arm off his body, the eyeless man finally passed out.

Then the beautiful and terrifying orc woman shredded the meat of his arm with her teeth before she started on another limb. He woke up once while she was still working on his arms, but by the time she tossed the scraps of his right arm to Handsome, Jaggers had lost enough blood that he would never wake up again.

It might have been a little horrific to tear a man limb from limb and eat him, but Jaggers would have done much worse to my family if he had been given the chance. Plus, it was fucking impressive to watch Khara literally claw, bite, and tear the man’s limbs free of his body one by one. But even though the asshole deserved everything he got, I turned away when Khara threw a meaty femur to Calli, and I let my wives finish the man in peace.

“Do you want to help me get rid of the bodies?” I asked Abby.

“Yes, please!” my little girl said. “Should we chop them up or bury them or sink them to the bottom of the river?”

“I don’t want to pollute the river with their bodies,” I replied. “And I’m afraid burying them might accidentally leave clues for anyone who comes looking for them, especially since they’re so close to the homestead. So--”

“We chop them up!” Abby declared before I could finish.

“Yeah, sweetie,” I chuckled. “Let’s chop them up.”

Handsome and I did most of the work on the bodies scattered throughout the clearing. The shaggy wolf tore limbs from torsos as easily as Khara did, but I used my hatchet to hack their corpses apart. We just needed them in small enough pieces that it would be easy to carry them into the underdark and drop off their bodies as pre-made snacks for any monsters who came across them.

Abby grabbed both of Jaggers’ blades and carried them to her mother by the river. Calli started to saw apart the man closest to her, and when we all began to leave a trail of body parts behind us, Abby pulled them into a big pile to keep everything tidy.

By the time we had a giant stack of severed limbs and torsos in the middle of the clearing, Khara had finished enjoying her feast of the blond bounty hunter. She added what was left of him to our pile, and then we only had to wait for the gobs to come back with the remains of the last bounty hunter.

Shitter and Sawsaw strode back into the clearing a few minutes later, and the rest of the gobs trailed behind them. They each carried a different body part with them like the three wise men bearing bloody gifts, and they all seemed quite satisfied with themselves, except for my two eldest sons.

Sawsaw was talking quietly to Shitter, and when they reached us, he clapped his hand on the other gob’s shoulder. Shitter nodded but hung his head low, and I guessed my oldest son had been trying to help him figure out what he did wrong in his latest mission.

It was only Shitter’s second time leading an expedition, and it hadn’t gone too badly. Even if I hadn’t been here to help out, I felt confident that my kids would have finished off all the bounty hunters on their own. But that was mostly because Abby, Handsome, and Sawsaw were here. If Shitter’s squad had been the only one to lead this operation, it wouldn’t have gone as well, and even though I didn’t want to discourage Shitter at all, he needed to learn how to improve as a squad leader.

“Alright everybody, listen up,” I said. “You all did a great job killing these assholes tonight, but let’s talk about what went well and what we would change next time. Shitter, how about you start us off?”

“Gobs too hungry,” Shitter sighed, and Sawsaw nodded approvingly.

“Yep, that’s a great point,” I agreed. “If the littlest gob wasn’t hungry when we started out, he might not have been so distracted that he went after frogs instead of the actual enemy. Then Fetch wouldn’t have been distracted, either.”

“Fetch sorry,” Fetch said.

“It’s all part of the learning process,” I said, and I almost laughed at the image of what it would have been like to teach my Army platoon that they couldn’t eat live frogs while they were on a mission. “You can eat what you kill, no problem, but on a mission like this, it’s more important to kill the enemy than it is to eat. Kill first, eat second.”

“Kill first, eat second,” my kids all echoed.

“What else, Shitter?” I asked.

“Abby kill more?” my son guessed, but he didn’t seem sure of his answer.

“It was very hard not to kill anyone,” my siren daughter said. “I liked making their brains hurt, but I didn’t want to kill them because I wanted my brothers to get a lot of good practice in!”

“You’re a great sister, sweetie, and you did a great job.” I smiled at the little siren in full camo. “But no, that wasn’t the issue, Shitter.”

The youngest gob suddenly belched and wiped his mouth with the back of his green hand.

“That was the other main issue,” I pointed out. “You picked a big belch to be the signal of attack, but the littlest gob does that all the time. So when he burped too early, everyone wasn’t in position yet, and that threw off our timing from the start.”

Shitter pressed his fingers into his temples like he was trying to push the information into his brain, and then he nodded.

“So next time, just pick a different signal,” I said. “Like a bird cry or a whistle, something like that. Something that really stands out to us.”

“Sawsaw,” Shitter said in agreement.

“Sawsaw,” my eldest said, and he patted his brother on the shoulder again.

“Now, let’s dump these bodies in the underdark and get back home,” I said. “Nika and Ruby will be ready to storm the woods if we don’t get back soon.”

Calli swam home to tell my other wives that we were victorious while the rest of us carried all the body parts into the underdark. After we threw them into what seemed like a bottomless pit a few minutes away from the entrance, we started to head back home.

“This was a good practice session, don’t you think?” Abby asked sweetly as she reached up to hold my hand.

“Yeah, I think everybody learned a lot,” I agreed, even though I knew where my little girl was going with this.

“So, it was probably a good thing that I led these bad men here, don’t you think?” Abby turned her big brown eyes on me with a little smile.

“I still wish you had talked to me first,” I chuckled. “But I’m glad we don’t have to worry about Jaggers or his men now.”

“But the surprise was half the fun!” Abby giggled.

“You and Auntie Nika have some interesting ideas about surprises,” I laughed, but then I just lifted my triumphant little girl up onto my shoulders to carry her the rest of the way home.
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Chapter 10

The next week and a half flew by in a flurry of activity. It didn’t rain again, but since everything had gotten so wet, it took longer for the sturdy oak planks to dry out than Ruby wanted. There was plenty of other work to keep my redheaded wife busy though, and it was a good thing since Ruby had the energy levels of a manic hummingbird.

Every day or two, I managed to get her alone in the workshop or the house long enough to fuck her brains out again, so she actually got some rest. Otherwise, she would have run herself ragged, and that wouldn’t have done her or the baby any good.

While we waited for the oak planks to dry, Ruby directed us all to get everything else ready. We got all the wheels for the getaway wagons and the railway cars attached to their axles so they would be ready to attach to the wagons and cars as soon as we built them.

I managed to cut down a pine so I could construct a chute to help transfer the granite from the quarry down to the railway Ruby was going to build. I also played around with a pulley system to get the granite from the underdark back up to the surface at Torrance’s entrance.

On top of all that, I had also been watching the weather like a hawk. After the surprise rain on my last trip back from Hamstead, I was nervous more rain would come before the oak planks had time to fully dry out. But when I told Torrance my worries, the old man assured me it was only an early summer rain. The real storms didn’t usually start until much later in the summer, although there would probably be a few surprise storms before then.

But Torrance promised to let me know if he smelled any rain in the air, and I didn’t doubt that the old man’s green thumb gave him an advantage when it came to things like weather forecasts. So I only kept one eye on the sky, and the rest of my time I spent preparing everything else I could.

I had also done a few test runs over the last week with the black powder, so I was ready to blow a hole open right by the quarry. The key was going to be blowing it up without bringing the whole tunnel down, and this was going to be made harder by the fact that the black powder I’d invented using my own ingredients wasn’t the most stable or reliable substance in the world.

Still, after a few practice runs, I felt pretty confident that I wouldn’t cause a cave-in that would bury me or bury my planned entrance to the quarry. Now I just had to figure out what kind of distraction to use whenever I blasted open my own entrance to the underdark.

“Do you really think anyone will hear the explosion?” Calli asked as she helped me clean up my latest test run on the other side of the river. “The quarry is deep in the forest, so I doubt the people of Hamstead will even hear it.”

“I agree,” I said. “But I’m worried about the duke’s guards in the forest. They’re close enough that they might hear the explosion, and if they come to investigate before we can cover up all the evidence, that’ll be an unnecessary complication.”

“I would say we could launch an attack on the duke’s castle at the same time, but I know you will say that our army is not big enough for that yet,” Calli said with a smile.

“You know me well,” I chuckled.

“Just wait until you have two siren children, Ken Jewell.” The beautiful blonde rubbed her stomach, and I stopped cleanup long enough to bend down and kiss the gentle swell there.

“I can’t believe I have to wait basically nine more months to meet our next child,” I said.

“It is a good thing we have so many things to keep us busy!” Calli laughed. “But I am also impatient to meet our next child. It will be good for Abby to have a siren sibling.”

“Maybe it’ll help keep her occupied,” I said. “You know I love her more than anything, but Abby hasn’t been listening to a word I say.”

“That just means you are doing a wonderful job,” Calli replied. “I would only be concerned if she started to obey your every word. Obedience is a death sentence for young sirens. We have to learn to defy all authority in order to grow into our full potential.”

“Yeah, but it might put our whole home in danger while she’s in this growing phase,” I said. “Jaggers and the other bounty hunters were really dangerous men, and if Nika hadn’t spotted them--”

“But she did,” Calli interrupted. “Nika is right. You should worry less, Ken Jewell. Everything turned out so well!”

“I know it did this time,” I said. “But we might not get so lucky next time.”

“Luck has nothing to do with it.” The beautiful siren slipped her arms around my waist, pressed her chest against mine, and looked up at me with such love in her big blue eyes that I would have been happy to drown myself in them. “You have an incredibly talented family who want nothing more than to make you proud. It is our small way of thanking you for being such a good provider, such an incredible lover, and such a wonderful father. That is why the bounty hunters are dead, not because of luck.”

“I still think luck had at least a little bit to do with it,” I said as I leaned down to kiss my siren wife’s cheek. “Because every time I look at you, I think I’m the luckiest son of a bitch in the whole world.”

Calli went up on her tiptoes to kiss me. Her teeth tugged playfully at my lips, and then her tongue slid in and out of my mouth as we tried to devour each other. A faint sound of music seemed to fill the air around us, and I wondered if that was the power of our kiss or some kind of special siren magic.

“Don’t worry about Abby,” the beautiful siren sighed when she finally dropped back on her heels. “She just needs a friend, but I am sure she will have one soon.”

“But she has all her brothers,” I pointed out.

“Yes, but it is different to have a sister,” Calli said. “She loves all her goblin brothers so much, but she is still the only girl. That is probably why she is so hyper-focused on killing and murdering and other fun girl stuff. She has to make sure she represents girls really well!”

“I don’t know who ever said girls were made of sugar and spice and everything nice,” I said. “But they clearly never met a little siren.”

“Oh, but we are sugar and spice and everything nice!” Calli said. “We are just also blood and terror and razor-sharp teeth.”

“You know that doesn’t exactly rhyme,” I chuckled.

“You will have to ask Nika for a rhyme,” Calli giggled. “I am very good at music, but not at rhymes.”

“Well, at least Nika’s next baby is going to be a girl,” I said with a smile. “And who knows? Maybe Ruby, Khara, and you will have girls, too.”

“That would be wonderful!” Calli gushed. “Abby would be over the moon, and I would love to have more girls! I could braid their hair, teach them how to do their camo makeup, and tell them all the best ways we can use our smaller size to our advantage against our enemies!”

“All the normal mom stuff, right?” I chuckled.

“Precisely,” the siren purred.

We picked up all our supplies and headed back across the bridge. The sky was a perfect shade of clear blue as the Holy Twins blazed bright in the early afternoon sky, and when we made it back to Ruby’s workshop, I was glad to see that the redheaded dwarf had decided the oak planks were finally ready to use as lumber.

The tarps had long since been removed from around her workshop so both suns could blast their full heat down on the wood to help cure them faster. Now, everything had been arranged into different stations, and Ruby stood with her hands on her tiny waist as she bossed around all the gobs and told them exactly what to do.

“I need you to put that oil on thicker!” Ruby told Timber. “I’m trying to get this shit done with one coat, not three!”

Timber bit his tongue in concentration and dipped his brush into a bucket to absorb more oil.

“Shitter, stop daydreaming about sheep and focus!” Ruby said. “With the grain, remember?”

“Sawsaw,” Shitter sighed before he dipped his brush into more oil and tried again.

“How’s everything going here?” I laughed as my sons all went back and forth between looks of total determination and complete boredom.

“We’re just getting the linseed oil coat on to seal the wood,” Ruby explained. “I don’t want to risk another round of rain that would make us have to wait all over again, so as soon as the linseed oil dries, we should have ourselves some waterproof planks in a day or two.”

“Then you’ll start building the getaway wagons and railway cars, right?” Calli asked.

“You got it.” Ruby nodded and then frowned at Canigo. “That’s some sloppy work, kiddo! Nobody’s getting any frog leg cupcakes if you keep that up!”

“I’m sorry, did you say frog leg cupcakes?” I repeated.

“Nika is making them as a special treat to the boys for helping me,” Ruby said. “I know I’m a fucking bossy-as-shit foreman, but that rain really put us behind, so I’m trying to make up for it. The gobs are being good sports about the whole fucking thing, so I asked Matilda to make frog leg cupcakes as a little treat. She seemed to think I’d asked her to grow a third head, but Nika said she would help her, so they’re at Torrance’s house now.”

“I’m sure Matilda must be thrilled,” I chuckled.

“I did say that you would really appreciate her help,” Ruby said with a grin. “That seemed to be one hell of a motivation for her.”

“Fuck me, of course you did.” I shook my head, since the last thing Matilda needed was any encouragement related to her crush on me. “So what do we do while we wait for the linseed oil to dry?”

“One, we hope it doesn’t rain,” Ruby answered. “Two, I’m gonna head north and start to actually build the railway. Sawsaw and Shitter already said they can come with me, as long as you give them the okay.”

“Just the three of you?” I asked. “This afternoon?”

“There won’t be enough room in the tunnel to corral all the rest of the gobs,” Ruby chuckled. “Plus, I’ll lay the rail faster if I do it by myself. I mostly just need Sawsaw and Shitter to make sure nobody sneaks up on me. Oh, and to help me level out any uneven patches of tunnel.”

I didn’t love the idea of my pregnant wife working on the railway in the underdark basically by herself, but I trusted Sawsaw. As long as he was with her, he would make sure that nothing touched her, especially since Shitter would be there to help him.

“Yeah, that’s alright with me,” I said. “I can help you tomorrow, but today, I want to put the finishing touches on the pulley system to haul the granite up from the underdark.”

“But tomorrow, we’re gonna start building the cars and wagons!” Ruby pointed out. “So if you’re finished with the pulley system by then, you can help with them tomorrow. And don’t ya worry, I’ll lay the rail itself pretty fast. I just need you to blow open the hole by the quarry.”

“Don’t you think that should happen before you start laying the rail?” I asked.

“Eh, it doesn’t matter.” Ruby shrugged. “I can start by Torrance’s cave or by the quarry. Either way works.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “I think I’ve finally got the proportions right for what I need the black powder to do. Now it’s just a matter of creating a distraction at the same time so no one will wonder what caused the giant boom in the woods.”

“Oh, Ken Jewell!” Calli gasped. “I got so distracted by our talk of babies that I forgot we were trying to storm with our brains about that!”

“I think you mean brainstorm.” I smiled at how much my wives had picked up different phrases from Earth, even if they didn’t always use them quite right.

“Can’t you just make a bigger explosion somewhere else?” Ruby asked. “Like at the duke’s castle or in downtown Hamstead?”

“No, I would have to make any extra explosions somewhere that we wouldn’t get caught,” I said. “Plus, I have to make sure nobody innocent gets hurt. I wouldn’t want any women or children accidentally wandering by at the wrong time.”

“That is true,” Calli said. “Abby said she thinks some of the women in town would make very good maids for our home when we conquer everyone.”

“That’s one reason to keep them alive,” I chuckled. “But we really just need something to make a lot of noise at the same time we set off the explosion so no one can pinpoint the noise at the quarry.”

“Could we lead an attack on the duke’s guards?” Ruby asked. “You said there are some stationed at the fork in the road, right? If we attack them at the same time we do the explosion at the quarry, they’ll be too busy fighting to notice a little boom two miles away.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” I said. “I don’t love the idea of provoking an attack on the guards, since I don’t want to increase the number of soldiers posted there. But if we make it seem like a random attack and not something well planned, it might be the only distraction we need.”

“Any other problems I can solve for you today?” Ruby snickered.

“Oh, I have one!” Calli said. “How do you fit your big breasts into such a tight little tank top?”

“Why don’t you put your face down there and find out?” Ruby teased.

“Uh… railway?” My oldest son suddenly appeared behind Ruby and scratched his head.

“Sorry, Sawsaw,” Ruby chuckled. “Yeah, I’m ready to go start on the railway if you and Shitter are finished oiling your planks.”

“Sawsaw,” my goblin son confirmed.

Ruby nodded. “Then we’ll go get started!”

“Be careful,” I said. “I’ll plan the attack on the guards today, so I should be able to blow the hole by the quarry tomorrow night.”

“Sawsaw?” my son asked.

“Yeah, I’ll want you to come with me, buddy,” I replied. “I don’t want to kill all the guards. I just want them to think it’s a random attack by underdark monsters, so we’ll kill a few and then retreat.”

“Tonight?” Sawsaw asked with an eager grin.

“No, there’s not enough time to make a solid plan before tonight, and I’ll also need to scout it out first,” I replied. “I think I’ll go with you as far as Torrance’s cave this afternoon, and then I’ll spy on the fork in the road to make sure our plan will work. I only caught a glimpse of the soldiers earlier, so I need to study them a little more first. Then we can go back tomorrow night after the quarry is closed, attack the guards, and blast open the hole at the same time.”

My oldest son nodded, and I decided the pulley system and quarry chute could both wait. It was more important to make sure I had a good distraction when I set off the explosion, and that meant I needed to get eyes on the fork in the road to make sure my hunch was right.

After we all ate a late lunch that Nika and Matilda had prepared for us, complete with frog leg cupcakes for the gobs and more strawberry cupcakes for Ruby, I got ready to leave. Since I was going to be scouting aboveground, I couldn’t risk bringing any of my family with me during the daylight in case I was spotted, so I headed north through the underdark with only Ruby, Sawsaw, and Shitter.

The three of them were loaded down with supplies for the railway, but my two goblin sons still didn’t have any problems killing a small troop of kobolds that we ran across on our way. They eliminated them in under sixty seconds, and it made me feel better about sending them off with Ruby.

When we reached Torrance’s cave, I left them to start railway construction, and I climbed back out onto the surface of the world.

The forest looked different in the daylight. It reminded me of the woods I used to play in as a kid, only I had to remind myself that these trees might be filled with people who would be more than happy to slit my throat and claim the thousand gold reward for themselves.

Everywhere I looked, the forest was a mix of golds and greens and soft browns. Birds filled the air with their little songs, squirrels flew from one branch to another, and a gentle wind rustled the leaves overhead like they were whispering to each other. The oaks and evergreens of the forest grew so high that I couldn’t see the top of the tree canopy. Their branches were tangled together overhead, but there was plenty of room for me to move between the trunks themselves.

In fact, there was so much room that I had to drop down in between two giant ferns so I wouldn’t be spotted. I had brought my camo stick with me, so I pulled it out now and applied it to my face to match the colors of the forest around me. I would still have to crawl part of the way to the road if I didn’t want the guards at the fork to see me, but this would at least make the job easier.

I was only half a mile west of the fork and the guard shack planted there. If I remembered right from our initial trip to scout the quarry, then the trees should thin out a little when I got closer to the road. As soon as I had gone about a quarter of a mile, I slowed down my approach so I could sneak from one tree to the next, and I was thankful that the trunks were all thick enough to hide behind.

Once I was a little closer, I dropped to all fours and started to make my way through the forest undergrowth. My movements upset a few chipmunks who screamed at me, but the rest of the animals in the woods didn’t look twice in my direction. I doubted the duke’s guards paid much attention to the noises of the animals in the forest with them, but just in case they did, I said a silent thanks to the birds for not stopping their songs and alerting the soldiers that someone else was in the woods with them.

Finally, I crawled forward far enough to reach the edge of the embankment that looked down over the main road. I was only about three feet higher than the path, but the little bit of extra height helped me stay hidden by the thick ferns and shrubs that grew between all the trees. Then I pulled myself a little further forward so I was still hidden, but now I also had a clear view down the road to the fork.

The fork was about twenty yards away, and so was the guard shack in the middle of the road. I would have given my left nut for a pair of binoculars, but I would have to make do with good old-fashioned human eyesight. I settled into my position until I was comfortable enough to remain completely still.

Then I just watched.

It had been a long time since I did a purely recon mission like this, but it was just like riding a bike. I forgot all about the aches and pains in my own body from holding the same position, and instead, I channeled all my focus into observing every detail about the duke’s soldiers and the guard shack.

The shack was a one-story wooden building with giant windows on each side that I could see from here. It would be a cold job in the middle of winter, but it probably helped keep the guards cool during the summer months. It also gave them total command of the area around them, so they’d be able to see anyone coming up from the main road or coming down either of the two forks.

I guessed that was exactly why the guard shack was posted here.

“I wonder where the hell the other road leads,” I muttered to myself, but that discovery would have to wait until later. Right now, my only concern was the road that branched west off the main road, not the one that branched off to the northeast.

There seemed to be a dozen guards in total posted at the guard shack. Six of them looked like they were lounging or dozing inside the building. Two guards walked back and forth across the western road like they were on the alert for anything suspicious, and two more walked up and down the northeastern road. The final two guards walked down the main road about a dozen paces and then back again, and every half-hour, the two groups of guards inside and outside the shack changed positions with each other.

After I had watched the road for about an hour and a half, I heard the rumble of an approaching cart. I held my breath beside the road until a hefty wagon being pulled by a single draft horse came into view down the main road. The horse trotted right up to the guard shack, and the driver held up some kind of blue and yellow flag as he approached.

The guards in the road all stepped aside, but two of the guards in the shack hurried out to meet the wagon when it stopped.

“Let’s see your papers,” one of the guards called.

“Come on, Barri,” the driver groaned. “Do we really have to do this every day?”

“Hey, it’d be your head on the chopping block just as much as mine if the duke thought we weren’t checking papers,” the guard replied. “And I don’t know about you, but I would prefer not to piss him off.”

“So you heard what he did to his wife?” the driver asked as he handed a few papers over to the guard, Barri.

“No, what did he do?” the guard demanded.

“Everybody says he’s madly in love with her, right?” The driver looked back and forth like the trees might eavesdrop on him. “Well, ‘mad’ is about right. The rumor is that she’s still not pregnant, and he’s about had it with her. He locked her up in the tower for a week, no food or anything. Then when he released her, she asked to see her garden instead of trying to make a baby right away, and he threw her in the tower for another week. For all I know, the poor duchess is still in there.”

“You don’t say.” The guard shook his head. “I feel bad for her, but she should just go ahead and give him a child, then be done with it.”

“It’s not like she has much of a choice,” the driver said. “He conquered her family’s lands, so she doesn’t have a home to run back to. I just wish she weren’t such a sweet soul. Then I wouldn’t have to feel bad for her.”

“Eh, she might be a kind soul, but she’s not the one who pays my salary.” Barri shrugged. “Anyway, your papers are all good. Go on through.”

The driver gave a little mocking salute, took his papers back, and then drove down the western road toward the quarry. As the clopping of the draft horse’s hooves faded into the distance, I realized that my hands were clenched into tight fists, and I forced my fingers to relax.

The duke sounded like a giant fucking asshole. I would have been happy to rob his quarry even if he was a decent guy simply because I would have done anything to protect my family, but now that I’d heard how he treated his own wife, I was glad I was going to gradually rob him blind.

It pissed me off whenever I heard about some dickbag treating a woman badly, but it sounded like the duchess had really gotten the raw end of the deal here. Especially since the people in this world didn’t seem to know that conceiving a child wasn’t just a matter of willpower on the part of the woman. I remembered hearing about the duchess before, but that was from Elvira who owned the alchemist’s shop in Hamstead. Elvira said she went to help the duke’s wife tend her garden every Sunday, and I wondered if she knew anything about what really went on behind the castle walls.

I shook my head. As much as I hated to hear how the duchess was being treated by her own husband, this wasn’t the mission. I had to stay focused to make sure I protected my own family, and I couldn’t let anything get in the way of that.

Still, I decided I would continue to keep tabs on the duchess’ situation whenever I caught news of her. Just in case.

I stayed in my observation position until first sundown. It gave me enough time to see the driver from earlier come back with a fresh load of neat granite slabs, and it also gave me a chance to see the guards change shifts.

A few minutes before first sundown, a new group of twelve guards rode up the road in a wagon from the south and switched out with the twelve who had been on duty. After the twelve guards on the afternoon shift piled into the wagon and drove south, I waited just long enough to see that the new shift of guards all took the exact same positions as the previous shift.

Once I felt sure this was the standard formation of soldiers at the fork in the road, I carefully crawled backward through the underbrush. I turned around after a few dozen yards, crawled forward some more, and then rose to my feet again once I was far enough away not to draw any attention.

Now that I had a better idea of their numbers and their positions, we should be able to stage an attack on the guards at the same time I created an explosion at the quarry. It would be a little tricky to make sure we timed both events to happen exactly together, but I had a whole day to figure out the details.

I was too excited about the prospect of creating my own underdark entrance by the quarry to sleep much that night, but I managed to get a few hours of rest. I woke up an hour or two before first sunrise and thought I might beat Ruby to work, but the petite redhead was already hard at work, and I wondered if she had slept at all.

After we all ate a big breakfast, Ruby headed out to work on the railway some more with Shitter and Sawsaw. I spent the morning putting the finishing touches on the chute that would carry the granite from the quarry down to the railway cars in the underdark. I also spent a little more time working on the pulley system that would haul the granite back up to the surface at Torrance’s cave.

Ruby and my two sons returned from the underdark shortly after second lunch. My redheaded wife marched right up to the oak planks drying in the heat of the suns, rested the back of her hand against the wood, and grinned like she had just discovered how to turn lead into gold.

“We’re in business, baby!” Ruby rubbed her hands together. “The linseed oil is dry thanks to the Holy Twins, and we can finally get to work on the getaway wagons and railway cars.”

“I’ll get everybody together so you can tell us how you want them constructed,” I offered.

“Or I could set off the alarm system and make them all come running,” Ruby giggled. “I didn’t get a chance to do it the other night with the bounty hunters.”

“That was a good thing, remember?” I smiled. “If you had to set off the alarm, that would have meant we’d failed to stop them from getting to the homestead.”

“I know,” Ruby sighed. “I was just excited to test out our system.”

“We can set up a drill sometime soon to give it a test run,” I said. “But there’s no reason to sound the alarm bells and launch the catapults when we should focus on constructing the wagons and cars.”

“You’re right,” Ruby agreed. “But I’ll hold you to the promise of having a drill at some point. It would be good to practice just in case, plus it’d be fucking fun.”

“Fair enough,” I chuckled.

I gathered almost everyone on the homestead to come help build the wagons and cars. Abby and all seven of the gob boys were there, and so were Maximus, Markus, and Matilda. Nika and Calli were eager to help Ruby out with whatever she needed, so they brought snacks for everyone along with more tools. Only Torrance and Khara were missing, but Markus said his dad was tending the crops.

No one had seen Khara, but that wasn’t unusual. She had often gone missing in the past few weeks while she was off hunting something, but she always came back a few hours later. As long as she wasn’t hunting my livestock or Matilda, the orc warrior woman was welcome to stalk and kill anything in the woods or hills around our homestead.

Ruby quickly tasked Nika, Abby, and the four younger gobs with the construction of the railway cars that would transport the granite from the quarry to Torrance’s cave. Then she put Sawsaw, Shitter, Canigo, and Calli on the construction of the getaway wagons that the draft horses would pull. Ruby and I floated back and forth between groups to help them both, and I was pleased to see that everyone had really paid attention during my petite wife’s tutorial.

“A little to the left, Canigo,” I announced before I hammered the next nail into place on the wagon. “Now hold it steady, or I might split the wood.”

Canigo’s tongue hung out the side of his mouth like a chew toy, and he clamped down on it hard in concentration. After I got the next nail in place, I switched positions with him so he could imitate me and take a swing while I held the plank steady.

It took a little longer to build things this way, but it would pay off in the long run. I wanted my kids all to know how to do things on their own. They would be more independent and better able to take care of themselves and our family.

When we were halfway done with the first wagon, I pushed it up on its side so we could hammer another nail in place. It was already surprisingly heavy, but I knew Ruby had chosen this kind of oak because it could hold up against the weight of granite. It might be a bitch to move around during the construction phase, but at least I knew it wouldn’t break when we used it to transport the stone all the way home.

Of course, I still needed the pairs of draft horses to pull the wagons, but that could wait until later. I was more concerned with blowing a hole in the quarry tonight, but I was pretty sure I had come up with a decent plan to time the explosion at the quarry with the attack on the guards.

“Um, Ken?” Matilda suddenly appeared so close to my elbow that I almost drove my hammer straight into my thumb.

“Shit!” I said and then took a deep breath.

“Sorry!” Matilda said quickly. “I just wanted to see if you needed any more, uh, wood?”

I glanced at the slender brunette girl and saw that she had managed to drag over a long oak plank. It was too heavy for her to actually carry, so one end of it was now covered in dirt and grass from where she dragged it. There was also a light sheen of sweat on her brow from the effort, and I couldn’t help but notice that her slim arms trembled slightly under the weight of the plank.

“Matilda!” Ruby marched over with a look of adorable fury on her face. “What the fuck are you doing with my planks, girl? This one is covered in dirt now!”

“Hey, go easy on her,” I muttered under my breath.

“Is it important that they’re clean?” Matilda gulped.

“It won’t affect how they function, if that’s what you mean,” Ruby replied. “But it’s the principle of the thing! I want these babies to look fucking pristine, so you can’t just drag them around through the mud!”

“Sorry, Ruby!” Matilda’s lower lip trembled.

“Please don’t fucking cry,” the redheaded dwarf groaned. “Your cupcakes are my fucking favorite, and I really don’t want your next batch to taste like salty tears. It’s fine. I know you’re just trying to be helpful.”

“I really am!” Matilda wiped her eyes and then fluttered her lashes at me. “I can be really helpful and useful, and not just in the kitchen!”

“I’m sure you can--”

The human girl let out a grunt as she quickly swung the raised end of the board around to line it up with the others I was nailing into place. She didn’t look before she moved though, so the end of her oak plank smacked Canigo on the ass.

The kid yelped and bared his teeth out of instinct. Then Matilda shrieked and threw the plank so she could jump back, but that only caused the plank to catch Shitter in the elbow.

He snarled like a rabid dog, but at least he didn’t jump at Matilda. Instead, he pushed the whole plank with all his might, and it flipped over backward, narrowly missed braining Sawsaw in the middle of his forehead, and then fell beside Calli’s feet.

“Oh, my!” the siren squeaked and hopped backward.

“I’m so sorry!” Matilda gasped.

“It’s fine,” I said quickly. “Everybody just calm down. Is everyone okay?”

“Oh, I’m okay, thank you for asking!” Matilda tripped over her own feet as she tried to straighten up, and she immediately reached for my arm to stabilize herself. “It’s so nice of you to ask about me, though!”

“I was actually asking about the gobs you just hit with the plank,” I chuckled.

“Oh, of course!” Matilda blushed a deep shade of red and then took a step backward, only to trip again over the fallen plank.

Calli caught her when she fell this time, but the fact that she was caught by the strong siren just seemed to make Matilda more embarrassed. The human girl pulled herself out of Calli’s arms and smoothed down her simple blue dress, but one look at my siren wife’s shimmering, low-cut shirt made Matilda look like she might cry again.

“I really am a helpful person,” she sniffled.

Canigo muttered something as he rubbed his sore ass, but Sawsaw glared at him until he fell silent. Shitter had opened his mouth to complain about his elbow, but one look at Sawsaw’s fierce expression made Shitter’s jaws snap shut, too.

“We know you are helpful, sweet girl,” Calli said as she tried to take Matilda by the arm.

“I’m just as good as the gobs at hiding and sneaking,” Matilda said. “I know I can’t camouflage myself or anything, but Khara hasn’t caught me yet, so I’d say that means I’m pretty damn-- oh, shoot, I didn’t mean to swear! Well, a-anyway, I’m pretty darn good at hiding. That’s all.”

“What do you mean Khara hasn’t caught you yet?” I demanded. “Is she still hunting you?”

“Not today!” Matilda said quickly.

“But other days?” I asked. “I thought she stopped after her last stint in the treasure hold.”

“I don’t mind!” Matilda insisted. “There have only been a few times in the last week where she almost caught me, but I’m okay! Honest, you don’t need to worry about me, Ken! I mean, Mr. Ken. Sir.”

“Fuck.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Tell me what happened, Matilda.”

“N-no, really, it’s no problem!” Matilda swallowed. “When I hid in the wheat field, it helped me find some weeds that my father had missed, so I pulled them up. And I figured out that Khara isn’t very fond of water, so I jumped into the river last week and hid beneath the bridge until she caught the scent of something else! And then yesterday, when she caught me behind my house, I climbed up to the roof and slid down the chimney, and she didn’t follow me!”

“You are a very lucky girl that there was no fire at the bottom of the chimney,” Calli pointed out.

“Y-yes, see?” Matilda tugged her ear. “I’ve got really good luck, so it’s totally fine! I won’t cause any problems, and you don’t need to worry about m-me.”

“I’m not worried about you causing any problems,” I sighed. “I’m worried that my wife is trying to eat you. You’re part of the family, Matilda, so--”

“Really?” the human girl whispered as she looked up at me with shining blue-gray eyes.

“When I brought your family back here, I put you all under my protection,” I said. “Your father, your brothers, and you. So if my wife is trying to hunt you down, then I need to know about it. Understand?”

Matilda nodded, but the look of total worship didn’t leave her eyes.

“Let’s just get back to work,” I muttered.

“Okay!” Matilda bent down to grab the plank she had dropped, but she didn’t see that Shitter had straddled it while he fixed another board in place.

The moment the human girl straightened up with the plank, it made a sickening crunch between Shitter’s legs, and the poor gob tumbled backward over the board with an agonized shriek.

“Oops,” Matilda whispered, but Sawsaw and Canigo just burst into laughter.

“Son of a bitch,” I sighed under my breath. “Will somebody help--”

“Ken!” Torrance suddenly called from across the grass as he hurried over to join us.

“What’s wrong?” I demanded. “Is it bounty hunters?”

“No!” Torrance panted. “I’ve been watching the way the leaves are turning in this wind, and there’s a storm blowing in! You can’t see the clouds yet, but mark my words, the whole sky will be filled with thunder and lightning by the time the second sun goes down, if not sooner!”

“Are you sure it’s not just a rainstorm?” I asked. “You’re positive there will be thunder?”

“As sure as my green thumb,” the old man replied.

If it rained tonight, I wouldn’t be able to light the black powder aboveground at the quarry. I would still be able to light it in the underdark though, and the fact that there was about to be a full-on thunderstorm gave me a brilliant idea.

“Change of plans,” I announced. “We’re not going to attack the guards tonight.”

“But Da!” Sawsaw looked thoroughly disappointed, and his frown gaped open like a guppy.

“Oh, we’re still gonna blow a hole by the quarry,” I said. “But now we’re gonna use the storm to cover up the noise.”

“Sawsaw!” My oldest son grinned again.

“Fuck yeah,” I said. “Sawsaw.”
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Chapter 11

By the time I reached Torrance’s cave with Sawsaw, Shitter, Canigo, and Ruby, the storm on the surface world was in full swing. We had left the rest of my family at home as they scrambled to get all the wagons, carts, and tools covered up, and Torrance led his own family to cover up any vulnerable plants in the vegetable garden.

I only stayed around long enough to grab my homemade blue-black powder mixture from the kitchen and all the tools we needed to make one hell of a big boom.

We wouldn’t get another chance like this.

If we had to go with my original plan to attack the guard shack while we set off the explosion, it would have been alright, but this was a much better opportunity. It would be messier to attack the guards, and it also might result in an increased guard presence along the road and all around the quarry.

But nobody would think twice about a loud boom in the middle of a thunderstorm. They would just assume it was another clap of thunder, and if there was any light from the explosion, they would think it was lightning striking near the quarry. It was the perfect opportunity to create our access point to the quarry. The only tricky bit would be setting the explosion to go off inside the underdark instead of topside from the surface world.

Now as we stood beneath Torrance’s cave entrance, thunder roared and echoed down the shaft above us, and rain lashed down the twenty-foot drop to form a quickly moving stream of mud at our feet. The water poured down every tunnel, and that included the one that would take us to the quarry.

“If we get much more fucking rain, this might be a slight complication,” Ruby groaned as she kicked up a splash of muddy water with her boot.

“Torrance doesn’t seem to think we will,” I said. “He says it shouldn’t rain too often until we’re further along in summer.”

“Even just an occasional rain could cause us problems,” Ruby replied. “We’ll have to make sure we elevate the ground more starting here, and that means a lot more back-breaking work of shoveling dirt.”

Sawsaw, Shitter, and Canigo groaned, but I knew they didn’t really mind helping Ruby. Sawsaw and Shitter were mostly just proud of the fact that they had been chosen to help build the railway, and Canigo was thrilled that I’d told him to join us on our mission tonight. If they had to shovel a little dirt to build up the ground where they would lay the railway, then that was a small price to pay for bragging rights to the rest of the family.

“Hey, at least we haven’t actually started to put down any track yet!” Ruby pointed out. “We’re still leveling out the ground and clearing the path from any debris or weird growing things that stand in our way.”

“There will be plenty of time to address the issue of the rain,” I said. “But right now, let’s haul ass to the quarry before the thunderstorm stops.”

Before we left, Torrance told me he guessed the worst of the storm would last about three hours. I didn’t know how the hell he could predict the length and strength of the storm just from the way the leaves turned in the wind and the way the rain smelled in the air, but I trusted the old man knew what he was talking about.

This meant we still had enough time to make it to the quarry and set off our explosion, but we definitely didn’t have a lot of time to spare.

The five of us hurried through the underdark along the path our future railway would take. I tried not to be distracted by the work my redheaded wife and sons had already done, but it was impressive to see how much Ruby had already managed to prepare the tunnels in just two days of work.

When we had come through these tunnels before, the ground had been uneven, and it was usually covered with some combination of moss, mushrooms, or glowing crystals. But now, a solid half a mile had been cleared, and soil had been moved in to build the railway path up a little higher than the rest of the tunnel. It had been packed in tightly and bordered with a mix of broken pottery and stones to help it all stay in place while the soil settled.

Ruby told me she had also built in natural drainage areas for any water to run in a kind of gutter down the side of the railway. She just needed to go back and set up the same system closer to Torrance’s cave, so it would account for rainwater on top of the natural moisture in these underdark tunnels.

We ran in the direction of the quarry so fast that we slid around several corners and almost tumbled into a pit off the side of one tunnel. But the clock was ticking, so we picked ourselves up, shrugged it off, and hurried forward again.

We were running along an upward slope now, and the ground beneath our feet seemed to be completely dry. It was a good thing too, since most of my plan depended on dry ground. Otherwise, I would have done all this shit from the surface. It would have been a lot easier to set off this explosion from the quarry instead of from the underdark, and it would have been safer, too.

But this was a risk I was willing to take.

“It’s right up there,” Ruby announced when the exit tunnel finally came into view. “What do you need us to do?”

“Get ready to run,” I answered. “Normally, I would light the fuse from outside, so if there was any chance the tunnel would collapse, we would be on top of it instead of underneath it.”

“I guess that’s the downside of the rainstorm,” Ruby said.

“Sawsaw bang?” my oldest son asked with a nod to the canister of black powder in my hands.

“Yeah, I need your help, buddy,” I replied. “Are everybody’s hands dry? The black powder won’t ignite if it’s wet.”

Sawsaw, Shitter, and Canigo all held up their hands like I was about to inspect the cleanliness of their fingernails. Ruby giggled and held up her hands too, and I nodded.

“I’ll need your help too, Ruby,” I said. “But Canigo and Shitter, I actually want you to go further back up the tunnel and keep watch. If you see or hear anything, let me know right away.”

“Sawsaw,” Canigo and Shitter confirmed at the same time.

I led Ruby and Sawsaw up the sloped tunnel until we reached the rocks piled at the dead end. Up close, it was easy to see that it wasn’t a solid rock face. It was a bunch of stones that had all been prodded and pushed into place above us and in front of us, and I swore I could even see mortar in between some of the stones, like someone had really wanted to seal up this entrance.

It was too bad for them that I had found their handiwork, because I was also about to fucking destroy it.

“How do we do this fucking thing?” Ruby whispered.

“Okay, do you see all the natural cracks in the stones in front of us?” I pointed to the seams between all the rocks. “Those are all the weak points we want to explode, so we’re going to stuff our powder into all those cracks and shove some linen in there to make sure it stays in place. The linen will also seal it up, since the powder needs to be contained in an enclosed space.”

“To explode?” Sawsaw asked.

“Yep,” I agreed. “If the powder isn’t sealed up tight, it probably won’t explode when we ignite it. But if we pack it into the cracks tight enough and seal it with the linen strips, we should be good to go. Then we just have to leave a trail of black powder away from the blast site. As soon as I light it, we haul ass as far away as we can get, and then we’ll see if it works.”

“Stone come down?” Sawsaw asked. “Bury tunnel?”

“The stone will come down, yeah,” I replied. “But the amount of powder we’re going to use should keep it from being such a big blast that it buries the whole tunnel. My plan is for the explosion to break apart the rocks enough that they cave in a little, and then we can haul them out of the way to create our entrance.”

“I hate to be this fucking person,” Ruby sighed. “But what if it doesn’t work? What if it makes it more difficult to get out?”

“Or big boom,” Sawsaw said.

“Exactly,” Ruby agreed. “Or it makes such a big boom that it buries us in a big old pile of fucking rocks.”

“It won’t make that big of a boom,” I laughed. “The black powder is a pretty unstable substance compared to what I used to work with back on Earth, but my whole job was to blow things up. I think this’ll work.”

“Sawsaw,” my oldest son said with a nod.

“Yeah, okay.” Ruby shrugged. “If you say it will work, that’s fucking good enough for me.”

It was going to be a hell of a lot harder to pack the powder into the stone from this angle than it would be if the stone was below us, but it would be worth the effort if the thunderstorm covered up the sound of this explosion. So I took out the powder and tools I’d brought with us, and we got to work.

I measured out a small portion of the powder onto a square of linen and handed it to Sawsaw first. The substance glowed blue from the underdark crystals we had ground into dust and mixed in with the black powder, and I moved as carefully as possible so I didn’t accidentally set off an early explosion. Then I measured out the same amount onto a cloth I handed to Ruby, and I did the same thing for myself so I could demonstrate what to do.

“Now take your spade and use it to carry a little powder over to the rock face,” I instructed. “Hold it up against one of the cracks, and then use these brushes to sweep as much into the cracks as you can.”

“Are those Nika’s basting brushes?” Ruby demanded.

“I don’t think she’ll mind.” I smirked. “She’d rather have us use them to blow a hole to the quarry than to baste the chickens when she roasts them.”

“Sweep, then what?” Sawsaw asked.

“The cracks are pretty shallow, so after you sweep as much into the cracks as you can fit, stuff the linen into the crack,” I said. “You might have to tear off a smaller strip, but make sure you pack it in there as best you can. Then we’ll do the final steps after that.”

I used my garden spade like a dustpan and lifted a little of the glowing powder to carry over to the rock face. If this tunnel had been like Torrance’s and only gone straight up instead of forward, we wouldn’t have been able to pack the powder overhead. But since this tunnel was more like the one back home, all we had to do was blast enough rock away from the entrance to set foot on the surface world.

I carefully propped the end of the spade against one of the natural fractures in the rock in front of me. The crack was deep enough that I didn’t need to drill any holes deeper into the stone, even though I’d brought wedges, drill bits, and a mallet just in case. But when I started to sweep the blue-black powder into the crack with the basting brush, I thought this might be enough to do the job without drilling any extra holes into the rock face.

The crack was deeper than it looked, and after I packed it with the rest of the powder, I tore off a thin strip of linen and stuffed it into the crack, too. One end of the linen strip hung down from the rock, and I started to leave a tight trail of plain black powder from the rock face further back through the tunnel where we’d come from. The trail extended from the linen stuffed in the rock face to about a dozen feet away.

After Sawsaw and Ruby both finished with their batches of powder, I went back and tied the loose ends of the linen strips together, so only one end trailed down to the floor where the black powder led away from the scene. Now when I ignited the trail of black powder, it should burn all the way to the rock face, catch the linen strips on fire, and create enough heat to trigger the mini explosives we had just stuffed into the rocks.

“This should create a more controlled blast than if we just set off a bomb like we did at the Goblin Bluizz,” I explained. “But if it doesn’t work exactly how we want it to, we can always set off another explosion or even use an actual bomb.”

“Run?” Sawsaw asked.

“Yep.” I took a deep breath. “Go ahead and start running. I’m right behind you.”

Sawsaw and Ruby hurried back up the tunnel to join Shitter and Canigo, but I knelt down beside the trail of black powder. I took out my magnesium fire starter and scraped the blade of my knife against it until the sparks caught. The moment the sparks ignited the end of the trail of black powder, I jumped back up and hauled ass down the tunnel after my family.

The air behind me filled with a hissing sizzle as the sparks burned through the black powder leading up to the rock face, but I didn’t even bother to look over my shoulder when I caught up with everybody else. I just threw Ruby over my shoulder so we could run faster, and then my sons and I sprinted around the next corner.

Canigo’s foot slipped on a mossy patch, but it sent him flying forward even faster, so Shitter and Sawsaw skidded their feet along the mossy patch, too. They fell on their asses and slid down after Canigo, but my boots kept me upright until I reached the end of the dark moss with Ruby.

Then the whole tunnel shook with the thunder of the explosion behind us.

The ground trembled beneath our feet, but I braced my boots on the stone floor and held my position with Ruby still clasped tight in my arms. Sawsaw, Shitter, and Canigo all tucked their knees against their chests and covered the backs of their necks like they were doing a duck and cover drill at school in the 50s.

Only a few seconds after the explosion began, the tunnel fell quiet again, and I gently set Ruby back down on her feet.

“We’re not dead, so I’d say so far, so good,” Ruby whispered.

“No collapse.” Sawsaw nodded to the ceiling as he stood back up.

“Both good things,” I agreed. “Now let’s go check the rest of our handiwork.”

We moved back down the tunnel, but we took our time in case any of the walls had been destabilized by the blast. Ruby made us pause every few feet so she could put her ear against the stone or tap on it, and then she waved us forward again.

“I might not be a fucking gargoyle, but I can still tell if the rock is intact or not,” Ruby said after she motioned us forward a third time.

“What would you do if you were a gargoyle?” I laughed.

“I don’t know, probably shit out stones and throw them at you like a devil monkey,” Ruby snickered.

“What the hell is a devil--”

“Da!” Sawsaw grabbed my arm and pointed up ahead.

The first clue that our blast had been a success was the trickle of water spilling down the tunnel from the exploded rock face. It was just enough water to let me know we had broken through to the surface. A strong breeze also blew toward us from the exploded rocks, so I guessed we wouldn’t actually have too much rubble to clear out of the way.

“Holy shit,” I whistled. “We really did it.”

When we reached the end of the tunnel, there was a one foot by one foot hole that led directly up to the surface. It was too small for any of us to fit through, but the rocks that were still crowded around the hole had split into manageable chunks.

I hefted up the first stone that still stood in our way and threw it behind us. My three sons started to do the same thing, and every so often, Ruby told us to throw them in a different spot so they wouldn’t obstruct her railway. It took us about fifteen minutes to clear the rubble from around the small hole we had created, but when we were done, I felt a stupid grin spread across my face.

Now there was a three foot by three foot cavern entrance that led directly to the surface. We probably could have kept trying to make it bigger, but it was going to be too hard to move blocks of granite larger than three by three, and I still wanted it to be easy to hide from humans, so I decided to keep it this size.

I dropped down on my knees to look outside before I crawled through the new entrance. The wind whipped against my face from the storm, and thunder and lightning continued to crash and streak across the sky. The downpour seemed a little lighter than it had earlier, but the rain still fell steadily on the gleaming white stones outside.

“Sawsaw, you’re with me,” I said. “Everybody else, stay put.”

“Sawsaw,” my son agreed, and then he crawled after me to join me on the surface.

The rain immediately lashed against my face like tiny needles, but I didn’t mind. I was too busy looking at the access point we had just created to rob the duke’s quarry.

The three by three foot hole into the underdark was about a dozen yards away from the edge of the quarry. The hole was buried in the roots of a giant oak tree, and the roots twisted around the entrance rocks so much that it looked like they were slowly trying to choke the stones and split them apart over several centuries. Low-lying ferns and evergreen shrubs grew on every side of the entrance, and heavy stones littered the ground between thick tree trunks.

Sawsaw followed me through the whipping rain until we reached the edge of the woods where the quarry began. The land sloped down slightly into the floor of the quarry itself, but the cliffs of smooth white granite soared into the thundering sky to the west. Slabs of granite were stacked in every direction we looked, like they were just waiting for transport, and I already started to estimate how much we could carry in carts or wheelbarrows from the quarry to the new underdark entrance.

“What do you think?” I asked Sawsaw with a grin. “It’s a pretty good start, right?”

“Sawsaw,” my son chuckled, but then he glanced back at the hole behind us. “Hole?”

“Yeah, we need to cover the hole,” I replied. “It’s already pretty well-hidden by the trees and the ferns, but I want to make sure no curious humans wander away from the quarry and find our entrance.”

“Humans and woods no mix,” Sawsaw said. “Use woods to hide, but scared, too.”

“You think humans are scared of the forest?” I asked, and my son nodded. “I guess that makes sense. The woods are dark and can be pretty scary at night, so it probably reminds them a little too much of the underdark. But I’m sure it also keeps most humans away from the quarry, so the duke thinks his granite is safe and sound.”

Sawsaw gave a little cackle and rubbed his hands together.

“Not anymore, right?” I chuckled. “You’re right, but let’s cover up the entrance anyway. We just need to make sure it’s easy for us to move whenever we want access.”

I adjusted some of the ferns and branches in front of the new cave entrance, but Sawsaw disappeared into the woods without a word. While he was gone, I found a roundish stone I could roll back and forth across the opening. It would still leave a few inches exposed at the corners, but the underbrush should basically hide the rest of it.

When Sawsaw came back, he held up a fern that was as tall as he was. Its entire root system dangled below the fronds themselves, and my son waved its leaves back and forth triumphantly.

“Extra cover,” Sawsaw announced.

“Perfect, buddy,” I said. “Get it planted in front of the cave, but not so close that it’ll be in the way when we start carting granite over here.”

“Yes, Da!” my goblin son replied.

The soil was so wet from the rainstorm that it was easy to dig a hole at a diagonal angle in front of the entrance. Once it was deep enough to hold the fern’s root system, Sawsaw carefully placed it in the ground like a newborn, and then we scooped the dirt all back into place. Then we scattered leaves and broke off a few branches to hide the fact that the soil had recently been dug up.

Now the new entrance to the underdark was completely hidden by ferns and the heavy stone I’d found. We had done a pretty bang-up job, and I was proud of how quickly we’d been able to accomplish this all during a thunderstorm.

I couldn’t wait to tell the rest of my family about how much closer we were to being able to rob the quarry.

I rolled the stone away from the underdark entrance again and then crawled inside after Sawsaw. It was a little more difficult to roll the stone back into place, but after I managed to hide the entrance, I did one last check to make sure our access was well-hidden from the outside world.

My sons and Ruby all grinned at our success, and then I led us back through the underdark.

When we finally made it back home, it was so late that everyone had gone to sleep except for Timber and Blink on nightwatch duty, and of course, Nika. Sawsaw stopped at the watchtower to talk to Timber and Blink, but my goblin wife bounded onto the porch before Ruby and I could even pull off our muddy boots.

“Were you oh so very successful?” Nika threw her arms around me. “Did you make wonderful explosions?”

“We did,” I said. “We have our very own private access to the quarry now, but we hid it really well, so I don’t think any humans will find it.”

“Even if they did, we’d just blow it up again,” Ruby chuckled as Nika pulled us both inside to get warm by the fire. “I really liked exploding the rocks like that. Imagine what the dwarves could have done in the old days if they’d had access to those kinds of explosives.”

“If they didn’t use explosives, how the hell did they carve out so much shit in the underdark?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” The petite redhead shrugged. “Dwarf magic, I guess. But that was a long-ass time ago, and that knowledge has been lost, at least to me.”

“That is one more reason we are so lucky to have Ken Jewell!” Nika said. “He is better than any stupid dwarf or goblin king. He has so much knowledge, and he will not lose it like the dwarves or waste it like the goblins.”

“I’d drink to that, except I’m so fucking pregnant,” Ruby sighed. “And our husband seems to think that alcohol will have weird effects on the baby, even though I’ve told him ale is nothing but gold in liquid form for a wee little--”

“Your pregnancies are obviously different from human women’s,” I said, “but since I’m human, and your babies will have half my genes, I don’t want to risk it.”

“That is okay!” Nika said. “We have lots of other delicious things to drink besides ale! We have lavender tea, strawberry blood, peppermint tea, minotaur ball juice, fresh milk, coffee--”

“Hold on,” I interrupted. “Did you say minotaur ball juice?”

“Oh yes, that is for you, Ken Jewell!” Nika bounced on her toes. “I know you did not like the idea of eating the balls, so I turned them into a juice for you instead!”

“There’s no way I’m fucking drinking that,” I snorted. “My libido is just fine, so I appreciate the effort you went to, but I’m not about to drink juice made from some monster’s nutsack.”

A noise like a sledgehammer suddenly thundered below the house. Ruby jumped straight into my arms, and when the same sound repeated itself, I held the cute redhead tight against my chest.

I also noticed that Nika seemed perfectly calm, even though it sounded like someone was trying to tunnel their way up through the floorboards.

“What the hell was that?” I demanded.

“Oh, Ken Jewell, I do not think you have a choice about the minotaur balls,” Nika sighed. “That noise is Khara.”

“Sorry, what?” Ruby hopped down from my arms, but she kept one hand wrapped around my bicep.

“She has been locked up in the treasure hold all day!” Nika said. “She has been making such a fuss, and she has only gotten worse since the suns went down. So drink up, Ken Jewell! You’ve got work to do, but you will like it! You will see.”

“When the hell did you put her in the treasure cellar?” Ruby asked.

“A few hours before the first sunrise,” my goblin wife answered. “Such a racket all day! I cannot believe you did not hear her over the sound of all our hammering and construction earlier!”

“Nika!” I ran my fingers through my hair. “You can’t just lock Khara up without letting her out to hunt and use the bathroom once in a while.”

“I thought she would be calm again by tonight,” Nika sighed. “But she has only gotten much, much worse. She is a very angry, sexy orc.”

“Let’s try this again,” I sighed. “Why did you lock Khara up?”

“She snuck out of the house last night, and since her eyes were all crazy and she kept panting about human blood and marrow, I followed her like a good little goblin wife,” Nika explained. “She went to visit the pretty neighbor girl, but I do not think Matilda knew she was coming. When she went to use the outhouse in the middle of the night, Khara was waiting for her.”

“Matilda didn’t tell me about this one,” I muttered.

“She does not want to worry you!” Nika said. “I told her I would take care of it, as long as she teaches me how to make cookie dust!”

“You mean sprinkled sugar?” Ruby asked.

“Yes, but isn’t cookie dust such a better description?” Nika sighed.

“Go back to last night,” I said. “What happened?”

“Khara jumped out to get Matilda, but then I jumped out to get Khara!” Nika said with a proud smile. “I am very fast and clever, but I am not as strong as Khara. That is why I was super sneaky instead! I snuck up behind her when she brought Matilda to the ground, and then right before Khara could use her cute little fangs to rip open our pretty neighbor’s neck, I wrapped my belt around her throat and choked her out!”

“Holy shit!” I felt like somebody had just punched me in the gut.

“Fuck, that’s intense,” Ruby whispered.

“She passed out pretty quickly.” Nika waved her hand dismissively. “Then Matilda helped me drag her to the treasure hold and lock her up in the chains again.”

“This is bad,” I said and dragged a hand through my wet hair. “Khara is getting way too dangerous. We can’t keep her locked up until she gives birth, but we also can’t let her run around and try to kill Matilda and anyone else. If you hadn’t followed her… shit, I don’t know. The last thing I want is to have to explain to Torrance how his daughter ended up dead at the hands of one of my wives.”

“But she is not dead, Ken Jewell!” Nika said. “You should not worry so much about things that did not happen.”

“They could have happened,” I pointed out.

“But they didn’t!” Nika said cheerfully.

“You two can argue that point back and forth forever,” Ruby said. “The real question is what the hell we do with Khara until she gives birth. She’s been hunting an insane amount, but it’s like the baby can’t get enough death and terror to stay satisfied.”

“That is why I made minotaur ball juice for our husband.” Nika twirled her candy-red ponytail around her fingers. “Just thinking about it makes me so excited! But I did not make the juice for me. I made it for Ken Jewell to drink and then make love to Khara.”

“Uh, I don’t know if that’s the best idea right now,” I said. “It sounds like she’s in a real mood to kill something, so I doubt she feels like making love.”

“It will be just like when you wrestled to make her your wife, and then you had mind-blowing sex and orgasms!” Nika insisted. “But this will probably be scarier… and more exciting! She is a very, very angry pregnant orc, so she needs to be tamed by your manhood and drown in a torrent of your creamy seed. Then she will be calm and relaxed like a good wife should be.”

“It’s actually not the worst idea I’ve ever heard,” Ruby said.

“Yes, see?” Nika smiled. “Nimble Fingers understands! If you make love to Khara enough times, I am positive that she will calm down. You will make her brain relax from all the orgasms, and you will wear her body out from all the sex. Then she will sleep like a baby and feel all better when she wakes up!”

“I hate that this plan actually makes sense,” I groaned. “If it’s the only way I can protect my family, then… fuck me, I guess we’re really doing this.”

Nika skipped out of the room and brought back a tall glass of what looked like pale orange juice.

A low and persistent groan continued in my throat, and it only got louder as my goblin wife approached with the juice.

“You can do it,” Ruby whispered.

“You will like what this drink does for you.” Nika smiled as she offered me the glass. “You will see!”

“I hope I don’t regret this,” I muttered as I accepted the glass. “Here goes nothing.”
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Chapter 12

The minotaur ball juice was the nastiest shit I’d ever tasted, and that was saying a lot when I thought about some of the things I’d scarfed down in the Army. It was like cold piss, and it took all my willpower not to immediately spit it out.

I reminded myself that this was for the safety of my family and everyone under my protection. Then I gulped it down before I could change my mind.

“That’s disgusting.” I wiped my mouth when I finished.

“Hmm, that is a shame to hear, but just wait, Ken Jewell!” Nika giggled. “You will not mind when you see what it does for you! You will see!”

“She’s right,” Ruby said. “We already know you have insane stamina to keep your four wives incredibly satisfied, but minotaur ball juice… that’s gonna elevate you to some god-level shit.”

“As long as it’s worth it,” I groaned.

The floor of the house trembled again, and I swore I could hear growling from outside.

“Are you sure you secured the chains on Khara?” I asked.

“Oh yes, I am very good at locks,” Nika assured me. “If she can escape from the treasure cellar, then we will have a very challenging game of hunt and seek on our hands.”

“Don’t you mean hide-and-seek?” Ruby asked.

“Why would Khara hide, silly?” Nika laughed.

“She wouldn’t, but we would while she did the seeking,” Ruby huffed.

“Oh no, that would not be smart,” Nika replied. “Khara would find us too soon if we just tried to hide! No, she will hunt and seek, and we will have to run very fast to stay alive. We could call it hunt and seek and run! Or hunt and run!”

“Nobody’s gonna do any hunting, hiding, seeking, or running,” I said. “I’ll go take care of Khara. Just make sure nobody else goes into the treasure hold until I come up and give the all-clear.”

“Do you need any supplies?” Nika asked.

“What kind of supplies would he need?” Ruby smirked. “He’s already got the biggest tool I’ve ever seen.”

“I would take some water in one of my camelbacks,” I said. “I have a feeling I might be down there for a while.”

“Already done!” Nika handed me a full camelback.

“Thanks, that should be enough,” I said. “You two should get some sleep.”

I slipped off my utility belt to leave it inside the house since I wasn’t actually going to use any of my weapons on Khara. That could really hurt her, so I would just have to wrestle her until I could get her calm instead.

Before I left, I leaned down to kiss both of my redheaded wives, but I had to pull myself away from Nika when she started to slip one hand inside my pants.

“Not so fast,” I chuckled. “I need to save all this for Khara.”

“But we could get you primed before you go down there,” my goblin wife pointed out.

“Just a little bit?” Ruby pleaded as her fingers trailed down my chest.

“You will need to be ready for anything,” Nika said, but then she turned to slip her arms around Ruby’s slender waist. “We only want to help you!”

The beautiful goblin woman suddenly pulled Ruby close against her so their tits pressed together like an enormous cushion I would have happily used to smother myself. Nika’s green lips nibbled Ruby’s ear before she kissed down her cheekbone, and when she started to kiss the petite redhead’s mouth, Ruby slid her hands up to massage Nika’s tight ass.

“Fuck me,” I muttered, and my blood all rushed to my dick so fast that I felt a little dizzy.

“I think it is working, Nimble Fingers!” Nika giggled before she thrust her tongue deeper into the dwarf’s mouth.

The goblin woman’s jade body pressed perfectly against Ruby’s pale flesh, and the sight of my two wives devouring each other made my head spin. My cock throbbed with desire, and all I wanted was to take them both right there beside the fire.

But then another sound like a sledgehammer came from beneath the house, and this one was followed by an angry shriek that sent chills down my spine.

“Thanks for the warm-up,” I groaned, and after I kissed both women deeply one more time, I grabbed the keys to the treasure cellar and hurried out the back door.

After I secured the doors to the treasure hold behind me, I started down the steps into the cellar. The massive room glowed with purple-blue light from the cavern crystals we’d stashed down here, and the light made all the piles of gold look like silver. Thick carpets were scattered throughout the cellar too, along with more gems, statues, and jewelry than we would ever need.

It looked like the treasure hold of a king, but I didn’t have time to admire my stash right now.

All I could think about was the loud grunts and growls coming from below me. Every few seconds, there was a heavy thud like someone was using a battering ram to try to break into the cellar, and it was always followed by a frustrated shriek, and then more grunting and panting.

It was a terrifying series of noises, and it felt a little like I was walking the plank of some pirate ship. I wasn’t about to dive into shark-infested waters, though. Instead, I was about to fuck my wife’s brains out until she lost her crazy desire to kill everyone in sight.

As long as she didn’t kill me in the process.

I had seen what Khara could do in a fight, and I had wrestled her myself when we first met. Luckily, I had won our fight, so she’d happily come to the surface to be my wife. That had been one hell of a difficult wrestling match, even though it was before the orc warrior had the increased power that her pregnancy hormones seemed to give her.

But my cock still throbbed painfully in my pants, and it didn’t really matter if it was from the minotaur ball juice or the sight of my two red-haired wives devouring each other. Hell, maybe it was from some combination of the two, but either way, I was about to need all the stamina I could get.

“Ken Jewell!” Khara growled from the opposite wall when I reached the bottom of the steps. “Your goblin wife trapped me here, and I need to hunt!”

I had been prepared for almost anything before I saw Khara, but now that my orc wife came into view, I realized Nika had locked her up just in time.

Khara’s chains only let her move four feet away from the wall before they pulled her backward, but everything within those four feet was a fucking wreck. Golden statues of kings and underdark monsters lay bent in half beside the orc warrior, and half the gold coins looked like they had been chewed and then spat out again. Red and green gems had been thrown against the wall, and they’d shattered into brilliant colored dust all along the floor behind Khara.

Even the iron chains that held the fierce orc back hung a little loosely from where they were attached to the wall. Khara tugged on them when I got a little closer, and they rattled a little but still held in place. Then her red eyes locked on mine, and I realized her pupils were fully dilated, like she was prepared to run down a fucking lion and eat him for dinner.

“Nika locked you up here to make sure everybody stays safe,” I said as I stalked closer to the panting orc warrior.

“She locked me up because she wants me to starve!” Khara shouted and tugged on the chains again.

They rattled but didn’t come loose from the wall, and I swallowed as I saw my orc wife’s long black claws flex and extend like a cat’s. I knew her claws could shred a man down to the bone because I’d watched her do it before.

I just needed to make sure that man wasn’t me this time.

“Nika doesn’t want you to starve,” I said. “And I would let you out to hunt, but I think I already know who your target would be.”

Khara’s red eyes followed me as I moved closer. I was still trying to decide the best way to approach her, especially since her claws kept flexing and retracting like she was imagining all the ways she would rip open her prey.

“I only want a little taste,” Khara moaned. “You could have a little taste too, and then we would both win.”

“I don’t want a taste,” I said firmly. “And you’re not gonna get one, either. Matilda is part of our family. You can’t eat her.”

“What about a nibble?” Khara purred and ran her tongue over her small fangs. “She does not need both her ears. I could take one, and then only if it tastes as sweet as I think it will, I could wait until she is in the cornfield. I could pounce on her like a snake, and I could make it very fast if she does not scream. But if she screams, I will have to go much, much slower. The baby and I will want to savor every delicious morsel of terror. I will save her throat for last, of course, so she can scream until the end, but there are so many other tasty muscles and bones to rip apart that it makes me… ohhh!”

Khara shuddered in pleasure, and I just stared at her.

This was so much worse than I thought.

If I let Khara out now, I didn’t think any force in the world could stop her from hunting down Matilda and then slowly devouring the poor girl in a slow feast of torture and terror. Khara had been violent and unpredictable so far in her pregnancy, but now that she was planning serious attacks instead of just acting out her impulses, shit had just gotten a lot more serious.

Nika was right.

I needed to make Khara climax so many times that she finally passed out from exhaustion. Then her latest wave of crazy killing vibes should pass, and Matilda should be safe.

“No one is going to be killing anybody,” I said, but I had to jump to my left when Khara lunged at me. “I’m trying to help you.”

“Do you know what the only thing more challenging than a hunter tracking down prey is?” Khara licked her lips.

I didn’t like where this was going, but I still replied. “No, what?”

“A hunter tracking down another predator.” Khara’s fangs flashed into a terrifying version of a smile, and then she leaped forward with her insane war cry that sent a shudder through my body.

I thought the chains were still secured to the wall, but Khara had only been toying with me. She ripped the chains completely out of their brackets now, and with the chains still hanging from her wrists, she hurled herself toward me like a red-eyed, dark-haired, sexy freight train.

I ducked out of the way and hoped she would overextend herself, but Khara adjusted her angle of approach like she had been planning on this all along. She pivoted and jumped on my back instead of barreling into me, and she immediately wrapped her arms around my throat in a headlock from behind at the same time she hooked her legs around my waist.

“I want a rematch,” Khara growled in my ear. “But this time, no tap-outs.”

Her grip on my windpipe was so tight that without my years of training, I might have been in trouble. But even though Khara was choking me and her grip around my legs made it difficult to move my lower half, I could still move my neck. I yanked her arm down as much as possible and twisted my neck until my throat faced the crook of her elbow, and that gave me enough breathing room to inhale.

As much as I didn’t want to hurt her, I knew I had to subdue the fierce warrior if I was ever going to calm her down.

I still couldn’t move my legs, and she was clinging so tightly to my back that my arms couldn’t do much more than grab onto hers and hope for the best. If I fell backward on top of her, she would probably still have the advantage.

I dropped my entire weight toward the floor instead.

The sudden shift in my center of gravity threw her, and her legs lost their tight hold on me. The moment I had a little more freedom in my lower half, I kicked one leg up into a half-kneeling position to give me more leverage over Khara.

Then I was finally able to reach back, grab two fistfuls of her dark brown hair, and hurl all my body weight forward.

Khara flipped over me, but before she could tuck into a roll and get away, my arms shot out to grab her underneath her shoulders. Now she was upside down in front of me, and my face was buried against her crotch. This might have been sexy under different circumstances, but even with Khara’s face pressed into my groin too, all I could think about was the crazy look in her eyes and the way she’d been drooling at the thought of devouring Matilda.

I didn’t want her to get any ideas about other things she could eat.

Before I could drop her on her head and try to pin her down from another angle, Khara reached out and tore her claws down the backs of my legs.

“Fucking shit, woman!” I yelled and then dropped her anyway.

My orc wife executed a perfect roll instead of splitting her head open on the floor, and when she jumped back up to her feet, she was snarling with laughter. She immediately started to circle me again, only now she whipped the chains around like nunchucks that she planned to use to beat me senseless.

I couldn’t risk taking my eyes off her to check the claw marks, but I already felt blood dribbling down the backs of my knees. At least she hadn’t punctured any arteries, but that was probably just luck. I pushed myself up and started to circle Khara at the same time, and I wondered if I should have actually brought some of my weapons down with me.

I didn’t want to hurt her even by accident, but I was at a bit of a disadvantage against her claws and fangs. I would just somehow have to move faster than the most fearsome orc general the underdark had ever seen. I had done it before, even if that had been before Khara went totally crazy from her pregnancy.

“There won’t be any rematch,” I said as I flexed my fists at my sides. “It would be pointless anyway, since I would just win again.”

“You are confident, Ken Jewell.” Khara swung one of the chains around her wrists toward me, and I narrowly missed getting clocked in the temple. “But you are not confident enough to hold a real rematch?”

“What would be the prize?” I demanded. “Last time, I won you as my wife.”

“The small human girl,” Khara said quickly, and she paused her swinging chains long enough to wipe the saliva from the corners of her dark lips. “If I win, I get to eat her.”

“And if I win?” I glanced again at the endless treasure all around us and wondered what I could use as a non-lethal weapon against my wife.

“What do you want?” Khara panted.

“You,” I said.

“I agree to these terms,” the brunette orc said.

“But I didn’t--” My protest got cut off mid-sentence when Khara lashed her chains at me.

I caught one of them before it caught me in the throat, but the second chain bit into my ear with a force that made my vision swim for a second. My ear throbbed like it might have already started to ooze blood, but I jerked on the first chain before my vision fully came back, and it forced Khara closer to me.

The orc warrior woman immediately sank the claws of her free hand into my chest. I yelped with pain, but she had such a tight grip on my flesh that she was impossible to throw off now. I could only pull her tighter against me until I felt her hot breath on my neck, and just as Khara tried to bite my throat, I yanked her even closer and sank my teeth into her pointed ear.

“Ohh!” Khara gasped, but she sounded more excited than hurt.

Since my attack only seemed to turn her on, I released my grip on her ear, spat out a mouthful of her blood, and headbutted her right in the middle of her forehead. This was enough to finally make her retract her claws from my chest and stagger backward, and I didn’t waste another second.

While Khara was still reeling from my headbutt, I grabbed a small rug that looked like it should be a magic carpet and dashed forward to get behind her. Then I slipped the rug around her front and pulled it tight behind her back so it pinned her arms to her sides.

Now she was trapped in a magic carpet burrito, and she snarled and gnashed her teeth, but she couldn’t twist her head backward to bite me. When her legs flailed out next, she was almost fast enough to slam her foot into my kneecap. I saw the hit coming just before impact though, and I wrapped my arms around the rug, held her even tighter, and picked her whole body up from behind so her feet kicked out uselessly.

“You will not defeat me!” Khara shouted. “I will have the human girl, and you cannot--”

I set her back down and threw my weight forward before she could finish telling me more of her plan to eat Matilda. My weight bore us both face down into a pile of gold coins, but I was careful to keep the rug wrapped tight around her arms.

As soon as we hit the ground, I pushed myself up into a sitting position on top of her toned ass. I kept one hand twisted around the ends of the rug so Khara still couldn’t use her arms, but my other fingers fished into my pocket to find the key to unlock the chains on her wrists.

The chains clearly weren’t doing anybody any good at the moment, and my ear still throbbed from where she’d used them to knock me upside the head. If I could take at least one weapon away from her, that was better than nothing.

“Just hold still!” I growled, but Khara kept squirming beneath me like a snake trying to shed her skin.

The last thing on my mind right now was sex since I was a hell of a lot more concerned with keeping all my organs inside my body. But the more Khara wiggled her hips against mine and tried to free herself, the more blood kept rushing to my dick until it throbbed so hard that I thought it might rip free of my pants all on its own.

Maybe it was the minotaur ball juice, but I swore that if I didn’t get my nut off soon, my dick felt like it might actually explode.

“You think you have already won,” Khara scoffed, but then she only wiggled her ass even more.

“It’s starting to look that way,” I said as I unlocked the chain around her right wrist.

“No chains?” Khara whined. “But I thought we were having such a nice time.”

I unlocked the other chain and threw both of them far away from us so she couldn’t use them against me anymore. It only distracted me for half a second, but this was just enough time for Khara to hook one leg around my ankle. Before she used it to flip me onto my back, I fell forward on top of her again, and I used all my weight to press her down into the pile of coins.

“Just admit it,” I gasped. “Say I won. I know you want me as much as I want you.”

“Kharazugelphi does not admit defeat!” Khara roared and then slammed the back of her head into my nose.

The room went dark for a second as I tasted blood, and by the time I blinked and wiped away the blood from my nose, Khara had flipped onto her back underneath me. She still couldn’t free her legs from where my hips had her pinned to the ground, but her claws immediately shot out to sink into my chest again.

“Would you fucking stop that?” I yelled and then grabbed her wrists to twist them away with as much force as I could.

“I want that girl,” Khara growled.

I slammed her wrists into the floor above her head, and it made a tower of gold coins rain down around us. I ignored the treasures falling on top of Khara and just tightened my grip around her wrists.

“Matilda is not for eating!” I growled.

“Maybe I should eat you instead.” Khara gave me a sly smile as she glanced down at my throbbing cock.

“There’s no way in hell I’m letting your mouth near me while you’re still like this,” I said, but this meant I was finally getting through to her. “Why don’t you just admit how much you want me, too? I’ll win, and then we can enjoy each other.”

“I do not know what you are talking about,” Khara insisted, but she kept staring at my dick until she licked her lips to wipe up a little drool.

“So you’re telling me if I reached down between your legs right now, I wouldn’t find you already wet for me?” I whispered in her ear.

“I am dry as a bone,” Khara growled, but her pupils dilated and gave it away as a lie. “Go ahead, see if I am wrong.”

My only thought now was how good it would make us feel to be inside her when we were both so ready. I slid my right hand down her body while only my left hand kept its grip on her wrists, but before I could brush my fingers against her slit, Khara bucked her pelvis against mine.

The unexpected force threw me a little to the side and loosened my grip on her wrists. Then Khara flipped over onto her stomach and tried to squirm up from between my legs, but I reacted faster than she expected. I rocked my pelvis back down onto hers, only now she was on her stomach with her muscular ass pressed up against my hard cock again.

“That’s fine, we can do it from this position, too,” I snickered.

“Ohhh,” Khara moaned. “I want to devour the human girl, but I also want you deep inside me, Ken Jewell.”

“Then admit I won.” I grazed my tongue up the side of her neck, and her skin immediately prickled with pleasure.

“I want you to thrust up into me again and again until I cannot walk straight,” Khara panted.

“Technically, I already pinned you this long earlier,” I growled and thrust all my weight down on top of her to keep her from squirming away. “But if you want an official count, then this is one.”

“Two,” Khara moaned, and that only confirmed what I thought about how much she wanted me to win.

“Three,” I finished and then nibbled at her ear.

“You win,” Khara gasped. “Now hurry up and put your throbbing cock inside me!”

I reached my hand down again, and this time, Khara wiggled her hips toward me even more so I could slide my fingers in between her legs.

She wasn’t just wet when my fingers grazed her slit. She was practically gushing like a shower, and even with both of us fumbling to free my dick from my pants, it felt like it took a thousand years before I had it pressed against her entrance.

I didn’t even try to guide it in slowly. The moment I pushed aside her thong, I slammed deep inside her as we both growled. Her tunnel tightened around every inch of my shaft like a vise, and I reached out one hand to stabilize myself on the floor beside her head so that I didn’t pass out. The more her tunnel gripped me though, the more wildly Khara gasped and shrieked in pleasure.

Then suddenly, she turned her head to the side and sank her fangs into my forearm.

“What the shit?” I yelled.

“You just… feel so… gooood,” Khara groaned and then started to lick up the blood from my arm.

“Yeah, well, you can’t just bite me!” I grabbed the rug from where it had fallen to the side, rolled it up, and then shoved it in front of the beautiful orc warrior. “The next time you want to bite something, bite that.”

“Yesss,” Khara moaned when I slammed into her again, and her jaws immediately clamped down on the carpet.

Her whole body began to tremble a moment later, and the walls of her tunnel flexed and relaxed as she got closer to climax. Then she bit down so hard on the rug that I thought she might rip it to shreds with her bare teeth, and when her claws dug into the literal floor, we both came together.

The whole world went black and white as I poured my seed into her, and when my vision came back half a moment later, everything seemed to be a more brilliant color than before. I thrust into her again to release another avalanche of cum inside the beautiful warrior, and I could have sworn that I heard fucking angels singing somewhere.

“Kennnnn!” she screamed in agony, and I kept pumping her over and over again while she repeated my name.

I lost track of the minutes that passed, but I really did have to admit that the minotaur juice had done wonders for my ejaculation. I’d never orgasmed like this before, and it felt like I was spraying a full liter of semen into my wife like a Super Soaker that kept getting pumped.

When I was finally empty, I collapsed on top of the gasping woman and kissed the sheen of sweat at the base of her neck. She spat out the carpet and moaned, but then she started to crawl away like we were finished.

“Where do you think you’re going?” I demanded. “We’re not even close to done, not until that growl becomes a purr.”

“But I thought--”

“Nope,” I interrupted as I felt my cock throb again.

“You are still very hard,” Khara panted. “Do you still have rivers of cum to fill me with?”

“Fuck yeah, I do,” I answered.

My dick was still rock hard inside the beautiful orc woman, and when I started to thrust in and out of her again, Khara moaned and dug her claws into the floor until little track marks appeared in the hard-packed soil. I exploded deep in her tunnel again a few dozen minutes later, and the feeling of my warm seed inside her sent Khara spiraling into another orgasm, too.

Then I flipped her over so she could ride me, and I tore off her tiny bikini top so I could massage and devour her heavy tits. She came again in this position, but I held out until I lifted her up and pinned her back to the wall. Then, with her legs locked around my hips, I drove my cock into her so deeply that I thought my next climax would pour into her womb forever.

Khara cried out again, and her arms flailed out to the sides to grasp anything she could find. She only found one of the glowing crystals we had placed as lamps inside the cellar, but the orc warrior clung onto the crystal even as it sent a jolt through her whole body.

“Ohhh, yessss,” Khara purred as her teeth rattled inside her head. “Tryyy itttt!”

Normally I would have thought she was crazy for telling me to shock myself with the cave crystal, but I was so deep inside her that I couldn’t even find the words to argue. Plus, every time I came, the room swam with colors and sounds like I was about to see God.

So I reached out and grasped one of the smaller crystals myself.

The vibration it sent through me made my whole body spasm like I was on a wooden rollercoaster. But it also made her tunnel spasm its grip on me, so she tightened and released my cock faster than she ever had, and my dick thrust in and out of her faster and deeper than I could control.

“Fuuuck!” I gasped as I poured another wave of my warm seed into the panting brunette.

I couldn’t jerk my hand away from the vibrating crystal, so I pushed my power into my legs and forced myself to stumble away before we both accidentally fried our brain circuits. Then my legs gave out underneath me, but Khara just rode me on top again.

I played with her dark gray nipples and teased them with my teeth, and she grinded her hips against mine so hard that I thought we might make a permanent indent in the ground here. We climaxed together again in this position, and then I fucked her a final time in missionary before I completely emptied myself inside her.

We collapsed onto our backs and tried to catch our breath, but the sight of my seed gushing out of her womb made my cock instantly stiffen again.

“Holy shit,” I muttered.

“Holy shit,” Khara echoed as she eyed my erection.

She started to reach out to grasp it, but I grabbed her wrists first.

“Not with those claws,” I chuckled.

“But I want to help it,” the orc woman pouted.

“Then try another way,” I said.

Khara buried her small fangs into her upper lip and then climbed onto my lap again. She rode me more slowly this time, and since we were less in a frenzy now, we felt every throb, every inch, and every shiver of pleasure that we gave each other.

We both came two more times before we collapsed on our backs again in the heaps of gold coins. That’s when I heard a low purr coming from the fierce woman’s chest with every exhale, and a wave of relief washed over me.

I had finally used up every bit of Khara’s energy to fuck instead of to hunt.

“Better?” I smiled at the purring orc warrior.

“Mmm,” Khara sighed and then rolled onto her stomach so she could rest her chin in her hands. “My guts are filled with your cream. You have conquered me again, Ken Jewell. Do you think there are any more dusted cookies that I could eat?”

“I’m sure Matilda would make some if you asked her nicely,” I replied.

“I like the small human girl’s pink cookies,” Khara sighed. “I would be very sad if she died. I don’t know why I wanted to eat her so bad. She is my friend.”

“I think she likes you, too,” I said, and another wave of relief washed over me.

“Maybe she will make me some if I apologize?” Khara gave me an adorable pouty look. “If I ask nicely?”

“Come on, let’s go check.” When I stood up, my legs ached like I had just competed in a triathlon, but Khara’s legs were even shakier when I helped her up.

I slipped one arm around her waist to help her toward the stairs. By the time we were halfway out of the treasure cellar, I remembered that we hadn’t put our clothes back on yet. I hurried back down to grab them, but by then, the brunette warrior had recovered enough of her leg strength to stand on her own.

Her long, muscular legs skipped up the rest of the stairs, and I groaned as I tried to pull on my clothes fast enough to go after her and catch her. I had worn my body out pleasuring her though, and I didn’t catch up to her in time. Khara just threw the cellar doors open and strode out fully naked.

“Damn… it’s midmorning.” I blinked and stared at the sky. I had lost all sense of time while we were below ground, but now I saw that both suns had already risen. Hammering sounds floated toward us from the direction of Ruby’s workshop, and Torrance waved to me from the vegetable garden.

We had fucked all night and all morning through both sunrises.

No wonder I felt like I had just been run over by a fucking semi.

I ran after Khara and caught up to her outside the house. My mouth watered when I smelled the sweet scent of baked goods drifting toward us through the open window. My stomach rumbled, but I was so tired after our exertions all night that I could barely see straight. Right now, I just wanted to make sure that Khara really was as calm as she seemed, and then I planned to take one hell of a long nap.

“You’ve gotta put your clothes back on,” I panted as I glanced at Khara’s glistening, naked body and noticed the steam of my cum dripping down the insides of both her thighs.

“In a minute,” Khara said, and then she pushed open the door before I could argue.

We found Nika and Matilda in the kitchen. They were both covered in flour and sugar, and mountains of cupcakes and cookies surrounded them on every available surface. Matilda jumped when she saw Khara, but she held her ground and just gripped a bag of icing like it was a deadly weapon.

“We are making more cupcakes and cookies for Ruby, but you can have some, too!” Nika announced. “You must both be very hungry after all your hard work last night. I heard you two going at it again and again and again and ag--”

“I think we got it,” I interrupted when I saw that Matilda had flushed dark red at the mention of all our efforts last night.

Or maybe it was just because Khara was still completely naked and dripping my cum all over the floor.

Khara strode toward Matilda now, and the rest of us held our breath. But when she reached the slender girl, Khara only reached behind her to grab a whole tray of pink sugar cookies in the shape of hearts. She popped one in her mouth, sighed happily as she chewed it, and then patted Matilda on the head like a puppy.

“Thank you for the cookies, small human. I am sorry for scaring you.” Khara then nodded at Matilda, grabbed her clothes from me, and waltzed right out the door with the whole tray of treats in one hand and her clothes in the other.

“You are the most amazing lover, Ken Jewell!” Nika whispered. “She is like a different orc! Very calm but still very sexy!”

“I think last night did the trick,” I said as I ran my fingers through my hair.

“Did you like the effect of the minotaur balls?” Nika slipped her hand around my left bicep. “Did you fill her over and over again with your warm, delicious seed? Did she cry out your name until she was hoarse? Did she--”

“All of that,” I chuckled, since I was too tired to worry any more about Matilda’s face turning all sorts of redder reds. “Now I’m going to bed, and please don’t wake me up unless somebody sets the walls on fire.”

“Um, K-Ken?” Matilda stammered.

“Yeah?” I was struggling to keep my eyes open.

“Th-thank you for… well, not for having sex, but uh, not for helping have sex with Khara!” Matilda swallowed. “I just mean… oh, shoot. Just thanks, I guess.”

“You’re welcome,” I sighed, and then I staggered into the bedroom so I could finally pass out.

But just as my head hit the pillow, I heard one of my sons tear into the house. I glanced back through the open door and saw that it was the littlest gob, and his mouth and chest were covered with fresh blood.

“Nika!” I groaned. “If he’s killed another sheep or chicken--”

My goblin wife immediately poked her head into the bedroom.

“Do not worry, Ken Jewell!” Nika said. “I will handle everything!”

I was too tired to even argue.
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Chapter 13

Almost two weeks later, we were damn near ready to rob the quarry.

When the light of the first sun shone through the bedroom window, I groaned and pushed myself up from the bed. I had spent all night making love to Khara again, just like I had nearly every night since our rematch in the treasure hold. Last night, Calli had joined us in our lovemaking, and I didn’t think I got more than an hour or two of sleep.

It was a small price to pay for pleasuring my two incredible wives all night.

Between our nightly exertions and her constant hunting during the day, Khara had actually been quite calm. Every now and then, she sniffed Matilda’s hair a little too long, but the human girl always threw enough sugar cookies at Khara to distract her until her hunger passed. Matilda could have opened up a bakery to service the entire kingdom with the amount of sweet treats she was making, but right now, all her efforts were to keep herself from being eaten.

Khara and Calli had already left the bedroom when I rolled out of bed. I slipped on a pair of pants and a white t-shirt, and then I joined the rest of my family in the kitchen. Nika had prepared a huge breakfast for us like usual, and I was glad to see everyone had stopped work long enough to gather around the table together. Only Torrance’s family was absent, but they usually had breakfast on their own and only sometimes joined us for lunch or dinner.

My goblin wife had outdone herself again. A row of platters lined the middle of the table, and they were all loaded down with biscuits, eggs, sausage, and bacon. Fresh strawberry jam and honey from the forest joined the spread, along with pitchers of coffee and three different kinds of tea. All my wives, sons, and my daughter sat around the table waiting for me, and Ruby kept slapping the hands of every gob who tried to sneak a bite of food before I sat down.

“Damn, Nika!” I whistled as I sat down next to Ruby. “You know we’re not going to war today, right? Who is all this food for?”

“It is to help grow our army for the future wars you will lead us in, of course!” Nika patted her swollen belly. “It will not be too much longer before I give you a little goblin girl, so it is important for me to eat up before then.”

“I’m getting a sister!” Abby bounced at the end of the table beside Calli. “Khara, are you also going to give me a sister?”

“I am not certain,” Khara replied from the other end of the table. “Sometimes, orcs know ahead of time, but not always. I think this one will be a surprise.”

“I hope I will have a little orc sister,” Abby whispered as she played with her blonde pigtails. “I will be such a good big sister! I will teach her everything I know about killing, and that is a lot!”

“You’re gonna be great, sweetie,” I told the little siren. “Thank you for breakfast, Nika. You can all eat now.”

“Not so fast!” Nika held up her hands before the gobs could devour everything in sight. “Let your father fill his plate first, and then you can eat whatever you want.”

“Gobs hungry,” Blink muttered.

“Hang in there, buddy,” I laughed as I loaded up my plate. “It’s almost your turn.”

As soon as I finished piling food onto my plate, I made sure my wives went next. They were all pregnant with my children, and I wanted to make sure they got plenty before the teenage goblin boys practically inhaled everything that was left on the table. After all four women filled their plates too, I signaled for my kids to go ahead, and the whole house damn near turned into a food fight.

I grinned as I shoveled food into my mouth, and I had to remind myself to slow down before I ended up eating like my goblin sons. The biscuits tasted like they had been made with lard instead of butter, and even the eggs tasted richer than normal. Maybe Nika had learned a few new tricks, or maybe everything just tasted better because I was so hungry.

Fucking a smoldering brunette orc and a sexy blonde siren all night would do that to a man.

“What’s the latest on the railway?” I asked Ruby. “When I went to bed last night, you still weren’t back yet.”

“No rest,” Shitter groaned, but Sawsaw elbowed him in the ribs.

“Good progress,” Sawsaw said with a shrug.

“I admit that I worked you a little hard yesterday,” Ruby chuckled before she speared another sausage with her knife like it was prey. “I meant to get back before dark last night, but I got so excited when we uncovered those rails!”

“What rails?” I asked.

“Fuck, I forgot to tell you!” Ruby gulped down a mouthful of peppermint tea before she continued. “We were leveling the last stretch of ground yesterday that leads up to the quarry exit. We had to clear off a whole uneven patch of rocks from the path that went on for about a quarter of a mile, and I got a little worried about our progress when the werewolves showed up.”

“When the what now?” I demanded.

“Oh, don’t worry,” Ruby said. “There were only half a dozen of them, and Sawsaw and Shitter handled them ugly fucks beautifully. You would’ve been proud.”

“Sawsaw,” my oldest cackled as he rubbed his hands together. “Used werewolf claws to kill other werewolves.”

“Fuck yeah, you did,” Ruby said. “Sawsaw ripped off one wolf’s whole fucking arm and then beat his friend to death with it. Then Shitter did the same thing, but he also slammed a werewolf’s open jaw into another fucker, and his teeth punctured right through his carotid.”

“Damn!” I said. “Nice work, you two. There’s nothing like using an enemy’s own weapons to kill him, or in this case, using an enemy’s own teeth and claws.”

“Wolf blood stinks,” Shitter sniffed. “Stinks even for gob.”

“Well, you’re not wrong about that,” I said. “I think werewolves might be the smelliest assholes in the underdark. They’re even worse than goblins, and that’s saying something.”

“It is true that most goblins are very smelly,” Nika agreed. “Most of them are too stupid to understand the concept of soap. But it is also true that werewolves are even smellier! They are still not the smelliest creatures in the underdark, though.”

“They’re the smelliest creatures that I’ve met yet, anyway,” I chuckled. “But Ruby, you were about to tell us what happened after Shitter and Sawsaw killed the werewolves.”

“Right,” Ruby replied. “After we cleared their nasty carcasses out of the way, we kept clearing away all the rocks that blocked the path where I wanted to lay down the rail. And guess what we found underneath the rocks!”

“I’m guessing some rails since you just told us,” I snickered.

“Yes!” Ruby gushed. “There was a quarter-mile of old dwarven rails buried under the rocks! The railway stopped after that though, so I’m not sure where it originally led.”

“Maybe the dwarves used to access the quarry a long time ago before the humans blocked up that entrance,” I said. “Or maybe they planned to, and that’s why they built the railway.”

“Or maybe they started to build the railway but then got gobbled up by other creatures before they could finish,” Nika said.

“That’s also possible,” Ruby agreed. “It’s not like dwarves to start a railway and then not finish it. But lucky for us, they at least finished a quarter mile, and that means less work for us now!”

“So the rail is usable?” I asked as I poured myself a second cup of coffee.

“Mostly,” Ruby answered. “A few rails need to be repaired, and a couple need to be replaced, but I don’t think I’ll have to completely rip up more than a handful altogether.”

“That’s fantastic,” I said. “How long before the whole thing is finished?”

“If Sawsaw and Shitter don’t completely rebel against me, I think I could have it finished up this afternoon,” Ruby said. “Tomorrow at the latest.”

“You’re really something else, you know that?” I grinned and leaned over to kiss the feisty redhead before I turned to face my two oldest sons. “How about it, boys? Can you hang in there a little longer to finish up the railway?”

“Sawsaw.” My oldest son nodded between bites of bacon.

“Sheep?” Shitter asked with his mouth still full of sausage.

“I’ll tell you what,” I said. “If you finish the railway by tomorrow, you can slaughter a sheep for yourself.”

“Sheep!” Shitter banged his fist on the table. “Finish today.”

“The wagons and carts are all almost done, too,” Ruby announced. “If everyone puts in a few more hours of work this morning while we’re gone, I think we can get them all finished up.”

“I’ll come check the progress with you after we finish breakfast,” I said, and then I gulped down my last bite of flaky biscuit and crispy bacon.

When we all finished breakfast, Calli volunteered to clean up the kitchen, and the rest of us went outside to check on the progress of the rest of our preparations for the robbery. The grass around Ruby’s workshop was still littered with tools, but most of the oak planks were all joined together now.

So far, we had assembled five hefty carts to transport the granite from the quarry to the new entrance we’d blasted open. There was also a rough chute that would help guide the stone from the surface down to the start of the railway in the underdark.

On the other side of Ruby’s workshop, there were ten individual flatbed rail cars. Once we sent the granite down the chute, we would load it all onto the rail cars and send them down the railway to Torrance’s cave at the other end. Then we would use the pulley system I created to bring the granite blocks back up to the surface, where we would load it onto the five getaway wagons we’d built from the sturdy oak.

Everything was finished except for three of the getaway wagons and two of the flatbed rail cars. The wagons only needed to have their wheels attached, and the rail cars were just missing their hand brakes. All we had to do after that was get everything set up in the right positions and then buy ten draft horses who would work in pairs to pull the getaway wagons.

As I surveyed everything around Ruby’s workshop, I pulled my redheaded wife to my side and kissed the top of her ginger hair. She sighed happily and pressed herself against me, but she jumped when Khara suddenly darted out from underneath one of the wagons and strode toward us like a panther.

“Shit!” Ruby panted. “What were you even doing down there?”

“Stalking,” Khara purred.

“But Matilda’s not even here,” Ruby said, even though she looked around to make sure that the human girl hadn’t showed up.

“It is only play-stalking, not real,” Khara snickered. “And it is not Matilda I am after.”

“Uhh, then who?” Ruby demanded.

“I think I might be hungry again.” Khara licked her lips as she gazed at Ruby’s petite figure.

“Hey, what did I say about looking at me with your hungry eyes?” Ruby stabbed her finger in Khara’s face. “It’s one thing for you to look at Matilda and be all ooh-I’m-gonna-eat-you, but not me, sister!”

“Just a bite?” Khara chuckled and playfully snapped her jaws at Ruby’s finger.

“Not even a nibble, got it?” Ruby wagged her finger again and put her other hand on her hip. “I probably wouldn’t even taste good! I bet I’d be stringy and completely lack flavor.”

“Oh, that’s definitely not true.” Khara snapped her jaws at Ruby’s finger again, but this time, Ruby didn’t jerk her hand back in time.

Khara’s fangs sank into the petite redhead’s index finger, and Ruby yelped and instantly tried to yank her finger back.

“What in the fuck?” the dwarf shrieked. “You fanged maniac–”

“Stop moving!” I shouted and then grabbed Ruby to hold her still. “She can’t let you go if you’re wrestling against her like prey!”

As soon as the small woman stopped trying to wrestle her finger out of Khara’s jaws, the brunette orc carefully opened her jaws and licked Ruby’s blood from her lips. The tip of Ruby’s finger was still attached, even though there were puncture wounds that could have easily ripped her finger off completely if Khara hadn’t instantly stopped herself from clamping down further.

“My deepest apologies, Ruby,” Khara said with a little bow, right before she licked up the last drop of blood from her lower lip. “Your reflexes have clearly weakened in your pregnancy, since it was never my intention to actually bite you.”

“Shit!” Ruby shuddered. “I forgive you, but I just saw my whole life flash before my eyes.”

“Here, hold still,” I said as I pulled out my first aid kit from my utility belt.

“It is only a little blood,” Khara said. “But you should thank our husband for that. If Ken Jewell had not filled me with his seed four times last night, I might not have been able to restrain myself from at least nibbling off the end of your delicate little finger.”

“It might only be a little blood, but I need to get a bandage on it if Ruby wants to keep working on the railway today,” I said.

Ruby held out her finger obediently, but before I could wrap it in gauze, Nika bounced toward us from where she had started work on one of the hand brakes for the rail cars.

“Oh, are we finally tasting each other?” Nika clapped her hands as she joined us. “I bet Ruby tastes so delicious!”

“No, we are not tasting each other,” I said firmly.

“But Khara got a taste!” Nika pointed out.

“Stringy and flavorless, right?” Ruby smiled at Khara.

“Not at all.” Khara smirked. “You tasted like prime rib topped with roasted apples and honeyed walnuts. You were quite delicious.”

“Aw, thanks!” Ruby giggled. “Do you want to try a little, Nika?”

“I don’t think that’s the best--”

“Yes!” Nika said before I could finish, and then she popped Ruby’s whole finger into her mouth like a lollipop.

My goblin wife gulped down a swallow of blood and gave a little shimmy of pleasure. But when she didn’t let go and instead started to tighten her teeth around the redheaded dwarf’s finger, I rested my palm on Nika’s cheek and just gave it a little pat.

“That’s enough,” I said. “Let go.”

“Khara was right,” Nika said when she released Ruby’s finger. “You have a very tasty redhead on your hands, Ken Jewell!”

“Alright, new rule,” I sighed as I wrapped Ruby’s bloody finger in gauze and secured the bandage in place. “No biting each other!”

“Not even for fun?” Nika gasped and hugged her pregnant belly.

“Nope, it’s too dangerous,” I said, even though it was hard to keep a straight face at the fact that telling my wives they couldn’t bite each other was just a normal conversation in my world now.

“I guess that’s what I get for playing with a fucking orc,” Ruby snorted and flexed her finger inside the bandage.

“I will try to remember that dwarven reflexes get slower during pregnancy,” Khara said. “It is the opposite of orc reflexes during pregnancy, but this means I will be fast enough for both of us.”

“At least with a soon-to-be mother like Khara on my side, I’m fucking sure I won’t get eaten by anybody else in the underdark!” Ruby said.

“No one else will munch on you, I promise,” Khara vowed.

“Do you think Ruby will keep her finger?” Nika whispered. “It will be hard for her to be Nimble Fingers without one of her nimble fingers!”

“It’s only a flesh wound,” I chuckled. “That’ll heal up pretty fast, especially if you let Calli put some of her salve on it later.”

“Who would think that a bloodthirsty siren would also have such wonderful knowledge of healing plants of the underdark?” Nika sighed.

“Well technically, if you use too much of them, they’ll poison your blood,” Ruby pointed out.

“And if you don’t use enough, they will burn your skin off,” Khara added.

“Just make sure you see her before you head off with Sawsaw and Shitter,” I told my redheaded wife.

“I will,” Ruby promised. “It’s sweet of you to care so much about a little nibble.”

I kissed the gauze wrapped around her finger and then turned to finish studying the wagons and carts spread out across the lawn.

“You’ve all done great work,” I announced. “I think you can definitely finish up this morning, but you’ll have to do it without me. I need to go to town and buy the horses.”

“Oh!” Abby’s hand shot up into the air. “Oh, can I come with, please? Please, please, Daddy?”

“Do you promise not to make people attack each other?” I asked. “And do you promise not to make them so happy that they completely lose their minds or follow us back to our home?”

“Yes, I promise,” Abby giggled.

“Then yeah, you can come,” I said. “First, we just need to--”

“Mister Ken!” Maximus shouted from the direction of the barn. “Mister Ken, help!”

I sprinted toward the barn with Khara, Nika, and Ruby all right on my heels. When I didn’t see Torrance’s son anywhere, I kept running until I reached the grazing pasture behind the barn, and the sight that greeted me made the hair at the back of my neck stand up.

The grazing pasture looked like a slaughterhouse.

The thick grass was all matted down with blood like someone had dumped gallons of red paint into the middle of the green pasture. Stringy bits of torn muscles and tendons littered the rest of the field, and a few gnawed bones poked out of the taller stalks of grass. The kills were so fresh that the air still smelled rich with iron.

Maximus stood in the middle of the bloody field with his arm around Markus’ shoulder, and at their feet was the skull of a single sheep, minus one eyeball and half its nose.

“Oh, Khara, what did you do?” Nika whispered.

“What?” Khara whirled on the goblin woman. “This wasn’t me!”

“It’s okay if it was.” I forced myself to take a deep breath. “I know you’re not really in control of your actions at the moment, so if--”

“I swear to you on my honor that this was not me,” Khara cut me off. “Does this look like my style? Does this seem like something that any self-respecting orc would do?”

“She makes a good point, you know,” Ruby said.

“Maximus and Markus, what happened?” I asked.

Markus wiped his nose and shrugged off his brother’s arm so he could stand up a little straighter.

“I was moving the cows to a new pasture,” Markus said.

“And I was feeding the pigs their usual morning slop,” Maximus added. “The sheep never need much help, as long as you put them in a pasture with plenty of grass.”

“Otherwise, they’ll eat right down past the grass and into the dirt itself,” Markus said. “So we put them out to feed and then went on with the other livestock, and then…”

“We just got back and found this,” Maximus finished when his brother trailed off. “I don’t know how it happened, but I’m so sorry, Mister Ken. I should never have let the sheep out of my sight, and now it looks like they’re all gone.”

“All of them?” I ran my fingers through my hair, as if it would help calm the rage in my stomach.

“It looks like it,” Markus answered. “We’re so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” I sighed. “You can’t keep eyes on all the livestock every single moment of the day. I just don’t understand who--”

A giant belch sounded behind us, and I turned to see the youngest gob stroll out of one of the fields with a sheep leg in one hand and his other hand pressed against his giant, bulging stomach. He seemed completely unaware of our presence as he took another bite from the sheep leg, belched again, and then laughed at the sound of his own burp.

“Burp!” the unnamed gob giggled and slapped his stomach. “Burp, burp!”

“Oh, Ken Jewell, I think our youngest son has finally chosen a name for himself,” Nika gasped. “What a wonderful day!”

“The slaughter of our entire flock of sheep is not what I would call a wonderful day,” I groaned. “Also, Burp? Really?”

“Burp!” the youngest gob said again, right before he belched so heavily that he fell on his ass.

“I told you this was not something an orc would do.” Khara shrugged. “Sheep are not very interesting to hunt. They are too pathetic.”

“You should be very impressed by the fact that Burp was able to kill all of these sheep without making any sound this morning!” Nika said. “Sheep may be easy to kill, but they are not easy to keep quiet.”

“I never said I wasn’t impressed,” I muttered.

“Burp sneaks!” the littlest gob said from where he clutched his bulging stomach on the ground. “Burp sneaks one, then one, then one, then one!”

“That explains why they didn’t raise any kind of alarm,” I said. “If he killed them one by one while he was camouflaged, that would do the trick. Sorry, Khara.”

“An understandable mistake,” Khara replied with a small nod of her head. “I am incredibly unpredictable at this time.”

“I’m glad you picked a name for yourself, Burp,” I told my youngest son. “But you’re still gonna have to explain yourself to your squad leader. And you’re also gonna have to tell him why he might not be able to have a sheep today after he finishes the railway.”

“But Daaa!” Burp suddenly looked terrified that he was going to have to report his actions to Shitter, but it took all my self-control not to burst out laughing when “Daaa” sounded so much like the “baaa” of a sheep.

“Shitter!” I yelled.

The moment Shitter ran into view and saw what happened, Burp started to make a series of whines and grunts to try to explain himself. Shitter’s expression went back and forth between despair that all his sheep were gone and anger at the gob who did the deed. He also laughed a couple times when Burp demonstrated everything he had done to the sheep, but Shitter recovered himself every time and tried to look very upset and serious.

It was so ridiculous that it was funny, but I was also annoyed at how murdery my kids were. They made a great army, and I never had to worry about their safety or the safety of the homestead, but they were also gonna drive me crazy if they kept killing off all my damn livestock.

Then again, at least it sounded like the traps on the barn might still be working. Burp had attacked the sheep in the pasture, not the barn, and I hoped that was because he couldn’t get into the barn, not because he was just bored after breakfast this morning.

“Markus and Maximus, I’m sorry about the sheep,” I said. “Go make sure the rest of the livestock are okay, and keep them away from here until the blood is all cleaned up. Sawsaw, you’re in charge of getting all these guts and blood out of here. I want it spotless before the other livestock come back, since the last thing we need is a herd of terrified cattle on our hands.”

“Sawsaw,” my oldest son agreed.

“Burp,” I said. “You go back in the house and help Calli finish cleaning up from breakfast. Then you have to do whatever she says today, even if she wants to braid hair.”

“Yes, Da,” Burp grumbled even as he tried to hide his candy-red hair with his bloody hands.

“And Ruby,” I said as I turned to face the petite redhead. “Once Sawsaw gets this all cleaned up, you and Shitter can leave with him and go finish up the railway today. I’ll be back as soon as I can from Hamstead.”

“And I’m coming with you!” Abby said as she danced over to join us.

“Yes, you are, princess,” I told Abby. “But remember, no murdering unless I say so!”

I knew it was basically pointless to tell the little siren when she could and could not kill, but I liked the illusion of having some control over her more murdery impulses.

“Yay!” Abby twirled around in her sundress. “I can’t wait to see all of my future subjects again!”

“As long as you don’t say that anywhere they can hear you,” I chuckled.

Once I had hitched Charlie up to the wagon and gotten my disguise on, I lifted Abby into the driver’s seat and climbed up beside her. Then I motioned for Shitter to come over for a quick word.

“Don’t tell Burp, since he should feel bad about what he did for a little longer,” I said. “But draft horses aren’t the only thing I’m gonna buy while we’re out.”

“No?” Shitter’s green forehead wrinkled in confusion.

“I promised if you finished the railway, you’d get a reward,” I sighed. “I’m also gonna buy you some more sheep.”

Shitter clasped his hands like he was about to start praying, and I swore the kid’s brown eyes were shining with tears.

“Sheep sheep,” the little green monster whispered like it was the name of god.

“Yeah, buddy,” I chuckled. “Sheep sheep.”
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Chapter 14

“I still think it would be more fun to kill the duke and take his granite right in front of him,” Abby sighed on our way home from Hamstead late that afternoon.

“Technically, we couldn’t take his granite right in front of him if we killed him first,” I chuckled.

“That’s a good point, Daddy!” my siren daughter giggled. “Okay, I changed my mind. We should capture the duke and force him to watch us steal all his pretty white granite! We could steal it from the quarry and from his castle, too! We could tear it apart block by block while he watches. Then when the duke’s heart is filled with despair and he realizes his whole life’s work has been destroyed, we finally kill him!”

“You really are your mother’s daughter,” I said as I guided the wagon around a little bend in the road home.

“Thank you!” the little siren gushed. “So, can we kidnap him?”

“We’ve already gone over this, sweetie,” I said. “We don’t have that big of an army yet.”

“But the gobs could sneak into the palace and kidnap him before anyone even notices he is gone!” Abby insisted.

“The same gobs who got sidetracked during their last mission by playing fetch with a frog?” I sent her a pointed look. “But anyway, the answer is no. Even if we kidnapped him, there’s still the issue of his army, the other nobles, and the king. None of them would let us take the granite in broad daylight, at least not until our army is much, much bigger than it is right now.”

“Okay,” Abby sighed.

“How are all the livestock doing?” I asked to distract her from her disappointment. “Everybody still with us?”

“Of course, Daddy!” Abby gave a little whistle. “I told them to follow us to their new home, didn’t I?”

My siren daughter started to hum the same tune she’d begun when we first left Hamstead, but I turned around to check the livestock just in case. Half a dozen sheep followed directly behind the wagon, and they were all pressed so close together that it looked like they might run over each other in their eagerness to keep up with Charlie’s pace. But Abby’s song was surprisingly calming, and none of the sheep made a misstep as they hurried after us.

Ten draft horses trotted along behind the six sheep. When they heard Abby’s song, they tossed their heads back and gave low whinnies in response, and I couldn’t help but grin in admiration. They were all at least as big as Clydesdales, and the late afternoon suns reflected off their rippling muscles. Five of the draft horses had dark brown coats, and the other five had cream-colored coats that looked like milky coffee, but they were all about to be the pride and joy of my homestead.

Fortunately, we had only passed one other traveler along the road after we left Hamstead, and he hadn’t seemed too interested. He had politely commented on the impressive nature of the draft horses, but when I told him we were transporting them to a buyer south of Buckshire, he had simply nodded and moved on.

He seemed convinced by the story, and I was grateful he didn’t want to know any more details. I might be proud of the purchase I’d just made, but this didn’t mean everyone within ten miles needed to know that some farmer had just purchased ten draft horses for himself.

Especially since these draft horses were normally only sold to nobles like the duke.

Torrance had warned me about the seller of the draft horses, and when I met him, I quickly realized that the old man had not at all exaggerated the seller’s unfriendliness. Rogli lived on the eastern outskirts of Hamstead, and I thought this might be because he needed plenty of land for his livestock, but the moment I met the man, I guessed it might also have something to do with the fact that nobody wanted to be around the piece of shit.

“Are you thinking about that mean man again, Daddy?” Abby whispered.

“You mean Rogli?” I turned back around from admiring the horses and smiled at my little girl. “Yeah, I was thinking about him. How did you know?”

“Your eyebrows told me you were very angry, and you looked very angry like this when you were talking to him,” the little siren said before she wrinkled her forehead as much as possible, like she was trying to get her own eyebrows to touch each other.

“Is that what my face looks like when I’m mad?” I laughed.

“Oh, yes!” Abby said. “Your eyebrows look like they are trying to eat each other, when all you really want to do is stab someone in the throat!”

“That would have been more than Rogli deserved,” I muttered as I focused on not furrowing my brow.

“He was not a nice person,” Abby agreed. “He will be one of the first to die when you take over the village!”

“I won’t even argue with you about that one,” I said. “When the time comes, you can do whatever you want to Rogli.”

“Yay!” Abby clapped her hands.

“But to be fair, we kind of screwed him over already,” I pointed out. “We probably stole a year’s worth of income from him with these ten horses.”

“We didn’t steal them!” Abby said. “He gave them to us as presents!”

“I guess technically, that’s true,” I snickered.

The man that Torrance had recommended to us might have been a prick, but he really did have the best draft horses I’d ever seen. As soon as I saw them, I steeled myself to drop a shit-ton of gold in order to bring them home, especially when Rogli’s smug look told me he didn’t believe someone like me would ever have the money to pay for horses like his.

But before I even stated my opening offer, Rogli handed me the reins of the first two horses and told me to wait while he grabbed collars and lead ropes for the rest of them. The moment he disappeared into the barn, Abby giggled beside me, and I realized she had been humming so softly that I hadn’t even heard her at first.

“He was going to try to cheat you, Daddy,” Abby pointed out now.

“He was going to overcharge us, I’m sure,” I replied. “But we have so much treasure that we easily could have afforded the horses.”

“That’s because you are the richest king in the world,” Abby said solemnly. “But that doesn’t mean you should have to pay for things! Why pay when you can just make people give you the things you deserve?”

“I only let you sing that song to him because he was an entitled asshole,” I said. “Normally, I like to pay people for their goods and services, since it’s hard enough to make a living without people cheating you left and right.”

“It is okay to pay people who will be our servants one day,” Abby agreed. “Like Elvira at the alchemist’s shop! I like her very much. I hope she will teach me how to make all her pretty potions one day!”

“I’m sure if you ask her nicely, then she would be happy to,” I said as I guided Charlie off the main road to begin the final leg home. “What song did you use on Rogli, anyway?”

“A song of charming!” the little siren girl answered. “It made Rogli think that if he didn’t befriend us right away, his skull would crack open and his brain would be fried by the two suns! But don’t worry, he will not remember that he was afraid of us. He will just think he wanted to give his horses away, but he will not remember why.”

“Shit!” I grinned but then suddenly remembered that we had also gotten these six sheep for free. “Wait, did you also use this song of charming on the other farmer who gave us these sheep?”

“No, he was a nice farmer!” Abby shook her head. “I wouldn’t do that to him, especially not since he grows such pretty sheep.”

“You raise sheep, not grow them,” I pointed out. “They’re not like cabbages.”

“I know that!” the little siren giggled. “Sheep don’t grow like toadie frogs.”

“You mean frogs?” I smiled.

“No, no, toadie frogs are very different,” Abby said. “Mommy says they seem like they are stuck in the mud and cannot move at all, but watch out! They are bigger than you think and can move fast when they want to, and then gulp! Down their throats you go.”

“I’ll have to keep a look out for them.” I shook my head and wondered how many other creatures of the underdark I didn’t know about yet.

“Anywaaay,” Abby continued. “Sheep might not grow like toadie frogs, but they do want to go to the prettiest pastureland, and that means our fields! So I sang a little song to tell them how much they would like our home, and then I sang the same song to the farmer. That is why he gave them to us, because he knew how happy they would be in our fields!”

“At least until the gobs get a hold of them,” I muttered.

“Yes, but they will have a very happy life of munching grass and running around until then!” Abby said. “That is more than a lot of sheep ever have.”

“Fair enough.” I smiled at my little girl’s enthusiasm. “You did good today, princess. We should be able to steal our first load of granite by tomorrow night, and then pretty soon, we can get started on a proper castle for you.”

“I would love a castle,” Abby sighed. “But I will love killing our enemies from inside its walls even more.”

“That’s my girl,” I chuckled and then glanced ahead as the homestead came into sight.

The nine-foot-high wooden perimeter walls were the first thing I saw, along with the rolling pastureland all around the edges of my fortress. The watchtowers in each corner looked dark and intimidating in the late afternoon light, and the river on our left sparkled every time a little bit of light filtered through the trees and reflected off its surface.

“I’m surprised your mother didn’t swim upriver to escort us the rest of the way home,” I said.

“She is probably busy finishing up work for Ruby,” Abby said. “Ruby had so many things to do today, and Mommy loves to be helpful to her friends.”

“She is the most helpful siren I’ve ever met,” I agreed.

“Will you take her with us to rob the quarry?” my siren daughter asked.

“Us?” I arched an eyebrow. “What makes you think that you’re coming with me?”

“You need me.” Abby shrugged. “I am very fierce, plus my brothers always listen to me.”

“We’ll talk about it later,” I said firmly. “But no, your mother won’t come with us. When I first brought her up from the underdark, Calli said she never really wanted to go back if she didn’t have to. She loves the light of the suns so much that she doesn’t want to have to go below ground ever again, at least not if she can help it.”

“She would if you needed her to!” Abby said.

“I know Calli would do anything if I asked her to,” I said with a smile. “But I won’t need her to rob the quarry. Plus, I’ll feel a lot better if I can leave her in charge of the homestead while we’re gone.”

“But I can still come, right?” Abby’s lower lip trembled.

“We’ll talk about it later,” I repeated but then kissed the top of her blonde hair to soften the blow. “Right now, let’s see how much progress Ruby and everyone else made while we were gone.”

“And show them our beautiful new horses!” The little siren jumped to her feet in the driver’s seat while we were still moving, and then she waved her hands at the drawbridge like she was about to lower it with magic.

But sure enough, the drawbridge started to lower as she waved her hands. I stared at her for a second and racked my brain for anything that Calli might have said about this, but I was positive my siren wife had never mentioned telekinesis as a siren ability.

The moment the drawbridge settled onto the ground though, I saw Canigo and Timber just inside the perimeter wall. They stood beside the windlass with huge grins on their faces, and when Abby squealed and waved at them, they actually gave little squeals of excitement back.

“We have been practicing with the drawbridge,” my daughter whispered like it was a huge secret. “Fetch is in a watchtower, and he sent a signal to the gate when I stood up. Then Canigo and Timber opened the drawbridge for me! It made me feel very magical.”

“You already are magical, sweetie,” I laughed as I drove us across the bridge. “You don’t need to pretend to move objects with your mind. You’re the prettiest, deadliest siren I know other than your mother, and that makes you very special.”

“But it isn’t the thing that makes me the most special,” Abby said after she gave another little whistle to the sixteen animals behind us.

“Oh yeah, and what’s that?” I asked.

“Having you as my Daddy!” Abby giggled.

“I feel like you might be buttering me up to get me to take you to the quarry,” I laughed. “But I’ll take it.”

The gobs raised the drawbridge again once all the new livestock were inside. Nika and Calli ran over to join us from the porch, and I sent Abby to go find Torrance’s sons. The sheep were important to keep alive, especially since Burp had slaughtered our last batch, but the draft horses were absolutely essential to keep in good health. I wanted them guarded every hour they were outside the barn, and when they were inside the barn, I wanted them locked up tight.

“Oh, Ken Jewell, what an amazing haul!” Nika gasped as she wrapped her fingers around my right bicep. “Such strong and beautiful horses! Such fluffy and cheerful sheep!”

“We did good,” I chuckled. “And thanks to Abby, we didn’t pay a single coin for any of them.”

“Did you pay with jewels instead?” Nika looked confused.

“She used her new charming song, didn’t she?” Calli smiled as she slipped her arm around my other bicep. “She has been practicing every night and wanted to surprise you with it.”

“She definitely surprised me,” I laughed. “I think she surprised Rogli too, since he didn’t even seem particularly interested in selling to us when we first drove up. But then she started humming, and he couldn’t hand over his horses to us fast enough.”

“That’s my Abby.” Calli leaned her head on my shoulder, and for a second, I breathed in the sweet scent of her hair and forgot all about the quarry and the humans and monsters who wanted us all dead.

All I could think about was how beautiful my siren wife was as she pressed her perfect breasts up against my arm, how sexy Nika was as she clung to my other bicep, and how much I wanted to take both women right there on the front lawn.

“I know that fucking look,” Ruby laughed.

I suddenly looked up and saw that the petite redhead had appeared right in front of me while I was distracted by my other two wives, and her appearance immediately brought me back to the present.

“You’re thinking about throwing them both over your shoulder and having your way with them,” Ruby finished. “You look almost as hungry for them as Khara does when she sees Matilda walking around.”

“Really?” Nika licked her lips.

“Pleasuring you is what I’m thinking about nine times out of ten,” I chuckled.

“Then what are you thinking about one out of ten times?” Calli whispered.

“How to be a better provider for you,” I replied.

“Impossible!” Nika declared. “You are already the best provider in the world, Ken Jewell! No, no, you are the best provider in all the worlds!”

“So should I leave you three to have a little fun?” Ruby smirked. “Or would you like to hear about how amazing this redheaded dwarf is?”

“First of all, you would definitely be part of any fun we wanted to have,” I said. “But second, yes please. I’m surprised you’re back before dark, but I assume that means everything went okay?”

“Better than okay.” Ruby put her hands on her hips. “You’re looking at a woman who just finished her very first underdark railway, thank you very much.”

“Damn, already?” I whistled.

“That’s not even the most impressive part,” Ruby snickered. “Even though I admit that it is pretty impressive. The wagons and carts and everything else are all finished too, plus--”

“You wanted to see us, Mister Ken?” Maximus panted as he ran around the side of the house just ahead of his brother.

“By the Holy Twins!” Markus gasped behind him. “I’ve never seen horses like that! They’re… they’re--”

“They’re your responsibility now,” I told the two human boys. “These draft horses are absolutely essential to our quarry operation, and you’re in charge of taking care of them. You’re obviously in charge of taking care of the sheep too, but the horses are the most important thing.”

“Yes, sir!” Markus gave a little salute. “We’ll keep watch on them around the clock. Maximus can take the day shift, and I’ll take the night shift so--”

“That won’t be necessary,” I chuckled. “You’re allowed to get some sleep, Markus. Just make sure they’re secured in the barn when the suns go down, that’s all.”

“We will!” Maximus replied quickly for his brother. “And we’ll definitely keep an eye on them during the daytime.”

“Perfect,” I said.

The two human boys might have put on a decent bit of muscle since their family first moved here, but they looked like ants next to the massive draft horses. For a moment, I wondered how they would manage all the new livestock on their own, but then Markus whistled to our two herding dogs, White Paw and Snow.

After the two dogs ran over and started driving the sheep forward to join the rest of the livestock in the grazing pastures, Markus helped Maximus lead several of the draft horses toward the fields. Charlie trotted alongside them, and the rest of the draft horses followed along, so I guessed that might be because they had some kind of herd mentality.

Then again, it could just as easily be the lingering effect of Abby’s song that helped them all follow us home. But either way, the horses seemed happy that their journey for the day was over, and I smiled to see them snort and march out past the barn after the two boys.

“Now then, what were you saying?” I turned back to Ruby. “I hope you were just about to tell me that you’ve finished everything and deserve a nice long bath, followed by an equally nice long nap because I know you’ve barely slept these last few weeks.”

“I’ll save the nap for after we steal our first load of granite,” the petite redhead chuckled.

“Not if I have anything to say about it,” I warned, but that only made the small woman’s face flush with excitement.

“Hold on, before you go all sexy on me and take charge, throw me over your shoulder, fuck me silly, that kind of thing, let me finish telling you what we did today!” Ruby danced out of reach when I tried to grab her by the waist.

“I do love it when Ken Jewell gets all bossy,” Calli sighed happily on one of my arms.

“Maybe he can boss us all around together later.” Nika leaned forward around my frame just enough to wink at Calli, and they both dissolved into giggles.

“Go ahead, Ruby,” I chuckled.

“Sawsaw and Shitter helped me move all the equipment for your pulley system into place by Torrance’s cave,” Ruby announced. “And we also moved the chute into place by the quarry. You just have to finish setting them both up since we weren’t a hundred percent sure how to rig everything up right, but the equipment is already there waiting for you!”

“Holy shit,” I muttered. “That’s incredible! I wasn’t even sure if you would be able to finish the railway today, much less all this other stuff. How did you find the time?”

“I couldn’t have done it without Sawsaw and Shitter,” Ruby answered. “And when that basilisk came after us, I didn’t think--”

“A fucking basilisk went after you?” I interrupted.

“Yes, but don’t worry.” My red-haired wife grinned. “Sawsaw heard him coming even before I did, so they went into sneak mode and attacked the bastard fuck as soon as he came around the corner.”

“Where were you during all this?” I demanded, since the thought of my pregnant wife in danger from a giant basilisk was almost more than I could take.

“I was playing the role of bait, obviously!” Ruby replied. “The stupid thing lunged at me and thrust his whole neck out, and that left his whole throat open for the boys to attack. Sawsaw hacked his neck until a geyser of blood erupted, and Shitter catapulted himself onto the monster’s head so he could stab out both his eyes. Once the basilisk was blind, it was a pretty easy fight to finish him off.”

“I am sure that is true,” Nika said. “Basilisks rely too much on their eyes to attack. Whenever they cannot see, they are much more vulnerable. I am so glad our brilliant sons were with Nimble Fingers to help her against the basilisk!”

“Me too,” Ruby chuckled. “I might still have the nimblest fingers you’ve ever seen, but Khara was right. My reflexes are slightly slowed down these days, and I couldn’t have fought the bastard by myself.”

“I bet you still could have,” I said. “You’re still the same dwarf who almost took on the entire population of Ashgorheckamoofta, remember?”

“Well, that’s true,” Ruby said with a blush that almost matched her hair. “But let’s just say Sawsaw and Shitter made things a hell of a lot easier for me.”

“I can agree with that,” I said.

“You were telling us about moving the equipment for the pulley system and chute into place,” Calli reminded the red-haired dwarf.

“Yes, thank you!” Ruby answered. “That basilisk took a little time, and I wasn’t sure if we would be able to finish the railway and move the last of the equipment into place, but Shitter almost seemed even more motivated than Sawsaw. That kid really went hard today.”

“I might have promised him a sheep in return,” I chuckled. “It sounds like it did the trick, though.”

“Does that mean everything is ready and we can rob the quarry tonight?” Nika gasped.

“Close, but not quite,” I replied. “I still need to put together the equipment that Ruby and our sons moved today. Then we can rob the quarry.”

“What about the wagons, railway cars, and carts to move the granite from the quarry to the hole you blasted open?” Calli asked. “They are not in position yet.”

“True, but they will be a lot easier to move than all the pulley equipment,” I said. “We won’t move the wagons into place until we’re ready to start the robbery, but we can take the cars and carts with us when we go set up the pulley system. Then everything will be ready to go.”

“I can grab a couple of the kids and head back down there,” Ruby offered.

“Not a chance,” I said. “You’ve been working overtime, and I need you well-rested before we rob the place. I’ll get everything else set up, and then we’ll plan to leave halfway between the two sundowns tomorrow night.”

“I am pretty tired.” Ruby yawned. “And if that’s what it takes for you to say I can come with you, then I’m headed inside to take the world’s most satisfying nap.”

The small redhead stretched her arms and stumbled toward the house just as Matilda came out onto the porch with a fresh tray of cupcakes.

“I finished a new batch if you want any!” the human girl said cheerfully.

“Way ahead of you, toots.” Ruby grabbed the whole tray from Matilda and waltzed past her into the house, and I had no doubt that all the cupcakes would be gone before my petite wife’s head even hit the pillow.

“Oh, Ken, I should have made more so you could have some, too!” Matilda leaned against one of the porch columns like it was the only thing keeping her upright.

“That’s okay, Ruby needs the cupcakes a lot more than I do,” I laughed.

“What are we talking about?” Matilda took a few steps toward us but still stayed pretty close to the house, and when she glanced back and forth, I wondered if she was on the lookout for Khara.

“We are talking about Ken Jewell’s brilliant plan to rob the quarry tomorrow night!” Nika answered. “And we are trying to convince him to take all of us with him! I’m coming with him, of course. And all our boys will want to come, and--”

“I haven’t decided exactly who I’m going to bring,” I interrupted. “Ruby and Sawsaw for sure, but I’m still thinking about what positions I want everyone else in. We’ll need drivers for the wagons, plus people to operate the railway, plus people to wheel the carts from the quarry to the hole we blasted.”

“It sounds like you will need your whole family, Ken Jewell!” Nika bounced on her toes in excitement.

“The whole family?” Calli whispered and tightened her grip on my arm.

“Don’t worry, babe.” I reached up to squeeze her hand. “I shouldn’t need you to go back into the underdark.”

“You know I would do anything for you,” Calli said. “But after my whole clan was slaughtered, I--”

“I know you’d do anything for me and our family,” I cut her off gently. “I also know you don’t have a lot of love for the underdark anymore, and if I can keep you from going back there, then I will. Besides, who else do I trust enough to leave in charge of the homestead while we’re gone?”

“You are too good to me,” Calli sighed and rested her blonde head on my shoulder again.

“But if Calli stays here, that definitely means I should go with you!” Nika insisted.

“The only person that our husband definitely needs tomorrow night is me,” Khara announced from above us.

Matilda jumped so high that she might have actually hit her head on the roof if she had still been standing on the porch. Nika and Calli giggled when they heard my other wife’s voice, and I just raised my gaze to look at Khara perched on the edge of the roof.

“Been there long?” I smirked, even though I had to admit I was impressed at how quietly Khara had been able to sneak up on all of us.

“Long enough,” Khara purred.

“I appreciate your enthusiasm to come with us on the robbery,” I said. “But like I was telling everyone else, I’m not completely sure about my plans yet. And your hormones might make you a little too… unpredictable.”

“You have had some pretty big mood swings lately,” Nika agreed. “That could be dangerous on a mission where we are trying to be fast and sneaky!”

“I think it’s a great idea!” Matilda said, but I noticed that she had retreated back to the porch. “Khara is so strong and terrifying that she would be an amazing help on your robbery!”

“Aw, I am quite touched.” Khara gripped the edge of the roof and leaned over so her head was upside down and right in front of Matilda’s.

“Oh!” Matilda jumped again.

“You are sweet,” Khara said. “Even if your motivation is just to get rid of me for a few hours.”

“What? No!” Matilda tried to look convincing, but she was a bad liar.

“You are lucky that you are so pretty, human girl,” Khara said, and then she swung down from the roof to land silently right beside Matilda. “You also smell very tasty.”

“Alright, that’s enough,” I sighed. “Khara, you can at least come with me tonight and help me get the rest of the equipment set up. Then tomorrow night, we’ll finally rob the quarry.”
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Chapter 15

It took us until the second sundown to reach Torrance’s cave. Nika insisted we eat a big meal before we headed out to finish the last of our setup work, and then we had to load up the last of the equipment to take with us. Ruby, Sawsaw, and Shitter had already moved five of the flatbed rail cars into position, and that meant we only had to move five more, plus the five handcarts to transport the granite from the quarry to the first underdark cave.

In the end, I decided the easiest way to get all the rest of our shit in place was to take one of Ruby’s new sturdy oak wagons overland. It would take too long and too many people to carry five rail cars and five carts through the underdark, and I was too excited to feel particularly patient when it came to the last few steps of the process.

So instead, I hauled the cars and carts up into the back of one of the new oak wagons, hitched up two of the draft horses to pull it, and took only Khara and Sawsaw with me. Shitter had seemed disappointed not to come along, but when I told him he could slaughter one sheep as long as he did it far away from the rest of the livestock, he quickly got over any feelings of being left out.

I would have given Sawsaw the night off too since he’d been working so hard with Ruby, but my eldest insisted on learning how to set up the pulley system and chute with me. I was always proud of him for wanting to learn more and challenge himself, and he was such a quick study, too.

It was dangerous to go overland before the second sun went down, but it seemed like our best option. The only real alternative was to wait until tomorrow night to move everything into position right before we started our operations, but that seemed like it would cut things a little too close, even for me. I would much rather have everything set up so all we had to do tomorrow was show up with the five getaway wagons.

But our route to Torrance’s cave was through an uninhabited stretch of ridges and valleys. It was a little risky to travel with an orc and a goblin in tow, but luck was on our side, and we didn’t run into anybody all the way north.

When we reached Torrance’s cave, I saw that Ruby had already done most of our work for us. All the equipment for the pulley system was beside the cave, but she had managed to camouflage it well enough that it blended in with the forest around it. The only way someone would spot it was if they walked right up on it, and even then, she had made it look so distressed that it was possible someone might just think it was abandoned here decades ago.

All we really had to do was plant the poles in the ground and rig up the two main winches.

When I had debated how to set up a pulley system to haul the heavy slabs of granite back up to the surface of the world, I had gone through several options before I finally settled on this one. I only had so many kinds of equipment available to me, and that meant I needed to look to the ancient world for inspiration.

And since the ancients were the same ones who had built Rome and the Pyramids, I felt like I was in good company.

If Torrance’s cave was sloped up toward the surface, I might have used an ancient Egyptian technique of a ramp made of smooth, tightly packed soil with wooden poles buried deep on either side of the ramp. The poles would act as pulleys for the granite load. One team of pullers would have been below the load, and the other would have been above it.

It would have been a real bitch to haul one load after another up though, on top of the fact that it would have required my whole family to be split between the two teams of pullers. This would have left no one free to work the quarry or the getaway wagons. But Torrance’s cave was a straight up and down shaft, so I’d been able to dismiss this option almost as soon as it crossed my mind.

This really only left me with a handful of other choices, and the best one seemed to be a five-pulley system that would essentially serve as a rudimentary crane. It was an old Roman design that was easy enough to adapt for smaller or bigger loads, and I was able to get all the equipment I needed without much trouble.

To start with, I directed Sawsaw to grab one long thick plank while I grabbed the other one. The width of each was about the size of my thigh, but before we buried them in the ground, I had my son secure the ends of the two planks together. We had brought all my normal tools with us, and Sawsaw used a combination of nails and screws to make sure the ends wouldn’t come apart, but we could still spread the free ends of each plank far apart from each other.

We spread the free ends apart by about five feet and then began to dig holes in the ground to bury them. Sawsaw buried the end of his plank at the northeast corner of Torrance’s cave, I buried mine at the northwest corner, and we tilted the joined ends over the cave at about a seventy-degree angle.

“Da?” Sawsaw asked after he had finished burying his plank.

“That looks great, buddy,” I said. “It matches the angle of the other pole perfectly. Let’s just grab stones to make sure they’re both secure.”

“Are you sure you do not need me to kill something?” Khara sighed behind me.

“Only if something shows up that needs killing.” I glanced over my shoulder at my orc wife, but she blended so perfectly into the shadows of the woods that I barely saw her. “I don’t want you looking for trouble, but if trouble happens to find you, then that’s fine.”

“But it would be so easy to find some trouble,” Khara grumbled.

“Who else is gonna watch our backs while we get this crane set up?” I asked. “Your senses are so amped up right now that you can hear anything coming toward us through the forest or down below us through the underdark. Isn’t that what you said?”

“It is true,” Khara agreed. “I will remain here and keep watch, Ken Jewell. But it is taking all of my concentration and love for you to stay still.”

“Don’t worry, you can help us move some stuff in a minute,” I laughed. “That should at least get your blood pumping.”

“Sawsaw?” my goblin son asked.

I looked back to see that my eldest had already moved stones into place around the buried end of each plank to act as security and as counterweights.

“Nice,” I said. “Now I need you to bury those two spikes about five feet behind each pole, and then we’ll get to the fun stuff.”

While my son hammered two heavy-duty spikes into the soil behind the planks, I grabbed the five pulleys, the two winches, and the incredibly long and durable rope we would need. I glanced at Khara again to make sure she hadn’t gone rogue and ran off after the first deer she saw, and then I checked Sawsaw’s work on the spikes.

“Good job,” I told my goblin son. “We’ll use those to secure the rope when we’re ready for that step. But first, I need you to grab that cylindrical pole over there. The brackets have already been bolted to the planks, so now we just need to run this pole through both bolts and pray we got the angle right.”

It was a snug fit, but with a little bit of shoving, the perfectly cylindrical pole slid into place through both bolts. I secured the two winches to either end of the pole so we would be able to crank it forward and backward. Then we took the long rope and started on the actual pulleys themselves.

We secured the two ends of the rope to each of the stout stakes in the ground, and then Sawsaw scrambled up one plank and threaded the rope through the joined ends. From there, the rope dropped down to the block of five pulleys, and they all hung in a vertical row directly over the cave shaft. There was a hefty hook on the very end below the pulleys that should give us a five-to-one mechanical advantage when we pulled the granite block up to the surface.

The other factor that should really help us out was the fact that the rope was also connected from the topmost pulley to the cylindrical pole between the planks. This meant every time we used the winches to release more of the rope, it would lower the pulleys down into the shaft. And whenever we wanted to pull a new load up out of the shaft, we would use both winches at the same time to crank the rope and pulley system back up.

If my theory was right, two people with a decent amount of strength should be able to operate the winches and raise almost a thousand pounds in one load. The granite would probably hold together better if we only raised five hundred pound blocks at once, but that definitely shouldn’t be a problem for this system.

We bolted a smaller second pole and winch system higher up along our makeshift crane that would allow the device to act as a slewing crane. Now we would not only be able to pull the granite up from the underdark, but we would also be able to swing each granite slab over to the side, where we would drop it into the back of a waiting wagon.

“Question,” Khara announced. “What do we do with this when we are not using it?”

“We camouflage it as best we can,” I said. “As much as I’m planning to steal from the quarry, I don’t think it makes sense to take it down and set it up again every time we carry out a raid. But it blends in with the rest of the forest, and we can disguise it with leaves and fir needles as much as possible.”

“Sawsaw,” my son said and then bent down to grab a pile of leaves from the ground.

“Sounds good,” I said. “You work on camouflaging our pulley system, and Khara and I will get everything else into place.”

“Does that mean we get to kill something?” Khara asked.

“Not quite,” I chuckled. “Come on.”

The beautiful orc warrior and I went back to our wagon to gather the rest of our things, and then we tested out the pulley system right away. We looped more ropes around each heavy railway car and lowered them down into the cave one at a time. Then we did the same thing for the carts until everything was piled up at the bottom of Torrance’s cave.

“Keep working on the camouflage,” I told Sawsaw when we finished lowering everything into the underdark. “But if there’s any trouble, go into sneak mode. Don’t try to take on more than you can handle. You’ll be by yourself until we get back, and we won’t be able to run back fast enough to help you.”

“Sawsaw,” the goblin boy agreed.

Khara dropped straight down into the twenty-foot shaft, but she was on some crazy pregnant orc hormones that seemed to protect her from all danger. I didn’t have the same advantage, but it was a good chance to test out the crane on myself, not just on our equipment.

I took out a small strand of rope, stretched out over the cavern shaft, and looped it around the hefty hook that hung from the pulley block. Then I jumped off and dangled from the end of the crane, and Sawsaw only had to use one winch to lower me into the cave. When I was a few feet above the cavern floor, I dropped down the rest of the way, and Sawsaw cranked the block back up to the top of the shaft.

“That’ll work,” I muttered and then looked up to admire Ruby’s handiwork.

The railway looked incredible. The rough path through the underdark had been transformed into a three-foot-wide track that ended directly underneath Torrance’s cave shaft. The wooden sleepers were all the exact same distance from each other, and they looked so precise that they could have been laid by a machine. The wooden rails were also laid carefully, but Ruby had fastened the protective iron strips on top of the tracks so neatly that it was damn near impossible to tell where one strip ended and the next began.

“Ruby’s reflexes may have slowed down in her pregnancy,” Khara said. “But her other abilities seem to have increased. I cannot believe such a tiny dwarf was able to do all this.”

“I know what you mean.” I whistled. “This is some beautiful work, and we’re about to put it to a beautiful damn use.”

I wanted to inspect every inch of the railway to fully appreciate Ruby’s efforts, but I forced myself to stay focused. Khara and I moved all ten flatbed railway cars onto the tracks and then loaded up the five carrying carts on top of them. After we hitched each car together, I gave the caboose a solid push to get it started, and Khara began pulling the ten cars from the head of the line. We worked together to pull and push the railway cars forward, but once they were gliding along the tracks, it was easy going.

When we only had about half a mile of track left before we reached the quarry, Khara suddenly stopped and held up her fist to call a halt. I immediately pulled on the rear railway car to stop them all, and then I reached for the hatchet fastened in my utility belt.

I knew better than to ask what she sensed. If there was danger nearby, Khara would either take care of it herself or tell me what was wrong. There was no reason to ask her questions before then, since the noise would only distract her and possibly pinpoint our location to any enemies around.

“False alarm,” Khara said a few moments later. “I thought I smelled an orc, but I think it was only the druvimmer moss up ahead.”

“You’re sure?” I asked.

“I never speak unless I am sure,” the brunette orc warrior said.

“Good,” I sighed. “The last thing we need is a troop of orcs showing up to derail our plans, maybe even literally.”

“Are you worried about other monsters who might use the quarry access or these rail cars?” Khara asked as we moved forward again.

“Not particularly,” I said. “Ruby, Sawsaw, and Shitter have only really encountered werewolves and a basilisk in these tunnels, and neither of those creatures have the thumbs necessary to operate any of our equipment.”

“Thumbs certainly do give us an advantage,” Khara agreed.

“Plus, even if some goblins or kobolds showed up, I doubt they’re strong enough to actually move granite out of the quarry,” I continued. “And they wouldn’t have much motivation to do so, anyway. And what else would they use the railway cars for?”

“It is true that the railway only runs from the quarry to Torrance’s cave,” Khara said. “If it went elsewhere in the underdark, other creatures might try to take advantage of it, but anyone who finds it will probably only be annoyed by its presence.”

“Annoyed enough to destroy it?” I asked.

Khara shrugged. “Why bother? It is not trying to eat any of them.”

“Works for me,” I snorted.

When we reached the end of the tunnel where it started to slope up toward the surface, I saw that Ruby had surprised me yet again. The tunnel sloped up toward the blast hole for about thirty feet, but she had managed to lay rail for about half of that distance. She had leveled out the ground enough that there was only a slight incline as we pushed the railway cars up, and now we would only have to use a chute for fifteen feet from the cave entrance to the start of the railway.

The chute itself was already waiting for us beside the three foot by three foot entrance we had blasted open. It was a series of wide oak planks all bolted together and sanded to form one seamless slide with wooden guards on either side.

The idea was simple enough, and I knew it had worked for early coal miners back in the day. Sure, granite was a hell of a lot heavier than coal, but the principle was still the same, just coarser. The rock would wear on the wood of the chute more than coal would, but that was easy to replace over time if need be.

All we had to do was drop the granite from one of the handcarts onto one end of the chute, and then one or two people would grasp the handles at the top of the chute and wiggle it just enough to get the granite slab sliding down. Then gravity should do the rest of our work for us, carry the granite slab all the way to the bottom, and plop it right onto a waiting railway car.

Ruby had even built an additional section of rail off the main track, where all the flatbed cars could wait out of the way until it was their turn to get loaded and sent down the track to Torrance’s cave. Since the chute was already as close to being in place as it could get without actually sticking up out into the quarry, there wasn’t anything else to do with it tonight.

Instead, we just unloaded the handcarts we would use to load up the granite from the quarry. After we left them all by the blast hole along with the railway cars right beside them, I double-checked to make sure our entry cave was still well-hidden.

Then Khara and I made an uneventful trip back to Sawsaw. My goblin son had camouflaged the crane and pulley system so well that it just looked like additional trees in the forest. If anyone came too close, they would figure it out, but then we’d have other problems, anyway. And since most humans here were afraid of the woods even in the daytime, I didn’t think we had to worry too much about anyone coming close enough to find our rig.

When the three of us returned home early the next morning, I passed out and slept until lunchtime. I spent the rest of the day checking on the livestock and crops, but it was mostly so I could think about exactly how I wanted to run the mission tonight. By the time dinner came around, I had almost a complete plan, but my family could help me flesh out the rest of my ideas.

Nika, Calli, and Matilda had prepared a feast for us before we were supposed to leave, and my goblin wife had made sure to invite Torrance and his family to join us. The seventeen of us were packed tightly around the dining table, but it made me happy to see everyone all together. I didn’t even mind when I felt Handsome’s fur brush against my leg beneath the table, followed by a giggle from Abby when she fed her wolf-dog another handful of scraps.

After I loaded down my plate with rosemary chicken, mashed potatoes, roasted greens and mushrooms, and dinner rolls the size of my fist, I gestured for everyone else to go ahead and fill up their plates, too.

“I don’t know how I’m going to eat all this,” Ruby declared as she tore off a huge chunk of a dinner roll. “I’m so excited I can barely think about anything except all the granite we’re about to steal.”

“It is very important to eat plenty!” Nika said. “You will need fuel for your nimble fingers tonight!”

“How is your finger, by the way?” I asked the petite redhead.

“Good as fucking new.” Ruby wagged her finger at me, and I saw that there was only a slight scar around the edges. “Calli doctored me up with some of her herbs.”

“It helps that Khara’s fangs cut the skin so cleanly,” Calli said modestly. “It made it easier for the herbs to repair the flesh so quickly.”

“Yes, thank you, Khara!” Ruby said. “Your teeth are impressive. Like knives in the hands of a skilled chef.”

“You honor me with your compliment,” Khara said with a little bow of her head. “I am pleased that your finger has healed in time for our raid tonight.”

“Our?” I raised an eyebrow. “So you still think you’re coming with us?”

“Khara would be so helpful!” Matilda gushed from the other end of the table. “Don’t you, uh, want to take her like, I don’t know, just for one night?”

“The small human girl is correct,” Khara said before she flashed a fanged smile at Matilda. “I would be quite helpful during our raid, but the raid would also be helpful to my baby.”

“We might not even run into any enemies that we have to kill,” I pointed out.

“Yes, but even if our trip is uneventful, the excitement will increase my adrenaline,” Khara replied. “And at this stage in my pregnancy, the more adrenaline I feel, the stronger our baby will be.”

“Don’t you still have a month left in your pregnancy, Miss, er, Missus Khara?” Torrance asked.

“I do not think so,” the brunette orc answered. “Normally, orc pregnancies are three months, so I should have one more month to go. But this baby feels very powerful. I think it will come early.”

“Like how early?” I started to mentally run through all our supplies to think about if we would have enough food for a hungry orc baby.

“It is hard to tell.” Khara shrugged. “Soon, I think. That is why it is important for me to fill myself with as much adrenaline as possible.”

“Alright,” I sighed. “I’d already decided that you should come with us anyway, but that’s just one more good reason.”

“Yay!” Matilda clapped her hands like she was the one I had just given permission to come with us, but she quickly stopped when all the gobs imitated her by clapping and giggling.

“That’s enough,” I said as the human girl’s face started to turn as red as a tomato. “Don’t you want to hear who else is coming with me tonight?”

The gobs immediately fell silent except for their loud chewing.

“We’ll take Charlie and our usual wagon with us,” I said. “Plus all ten draft horses and the five getaway wagons we just built. We’ll drive them north over the ridge, through the valley, and through the forest all the way up to Torrance’s cave. Then we’ll leave all the wagons parked there with guards, and we’ll travel through the underdark to the quarry.”

I paused to take another bite of mashed potatoes, and I had to suppress a grin at the way all my kids were holding their breaths to see if I would name them as part of my crew for tonight.

“We’ll load up granite from the quarry, send it down the chute onto the waiting railway cars, and then send it back down to Torrance’s cave,” I continued. “The guards posted there will use the pulley system to lift up each block of granite, swing it over, and drop it in the back of the wagons.”

“So we just need to make it back before the first sun comes up?” Ruby asked.

“That’s the plan,” I confirmed. “Khara, Ruby, and Nika will all come with me. So will Sawsaw and Abby. We’ll all work on the quarry and the railway side of things, but that still leaves me with the question of who to leave at Torrance’s cave with the wagons and the pulley system.”

Shitter’s hand shot up in the air like a kid who desperately had to pee in the middle of class.

“Yeah, you’re coming with us too, Shitter,” I chuckled.

Shitter banged his fist on the table in excitement.

“If I might offer my services, I think I could be helpful,” Torrance said. “I would be happy to drive one of the getaway wagons, and, uh…”

“Go ahead,” I said when the old man trailed off.

“I don’t want to be overstepping at all here,” Torrance said carefully.

“You’re part of this family, Torrance,” I said. “You can say whatever you want.”

“Well, the thing is, I was thinking that I could also supervise the drivers of the other wagons.” Torrance waggled his bushy eyebrows at my goblin sons. “Just in case anyone decides to go off script.”

“It’s like you read my mind,” I chuckled. “You can also supervise the crane operations to make sure the wagons get loaded properly.”

“I can do that,” the old man agreed.

“Then it’s decided,” I said. “I was bound and determined not to make this a whole family outing, but it looks like just about everybody will be coming with us, anyway.”

“We will have so much fun!” Nika giggled.

“Shitter, Canigo, Blink, Timber, and Torrance will drive the getaway wagons,” I announced. “Torrance will be in charge of things on that end, and I’ll be in charge of things on the quarry end. When we finish tonight, I’ll drive our usual wagon with Charlie back home, and Khara, Nika, Ruby, Abby, and Sawsaw will all be with me. We’ll serve as a kind of rearguard in case we’re followed.”

“We won’t let you down,” Torrance promised.

“Sawsaw,” my oldest son agreed.

“I hope you two won’t be too disappointed that you’re not joining us,” I told Maximus and Markus.

“No, sir,” Maximus said quickly.

“Yeah, I’d rather stay here and help keep an eye on things around here,” Markus added as he puffed his chest out.

I wanted to tell him that Calli was more than capable of handling anything that happened at the farm while we were gone, but the boys seemed so desperate to be treated like men that I only smiled.

“Thanks, boys,” I told them. “Calli, this also leaves you and Matilda to entertain yourselves while we’re gone. Oh, and to keep an eye on Fetch and Burp, too.”

“I don’t mind,” Calli said sweetly as she reached over to squeeze Matilda’s hand. “Matilda has such soft hair that I would like to braid it all night.”

“Gobs go!” Fetch jumped to his feet. “Gobs no want to stay!”

“We can’t risk any distractions,” I said. “You and Burp will go with us on a future quarry run, but not tonight.”

“Um, where is Burp?” Maximus asked, and his face started to turn pale.

My heart hammered inside my chest as I looked around the table and realized my youngest son was missing. He had been right beside Fetch only minutes ago, but he must have snuck away from the table when we were all distracted by finalizing our plans to rob the quarry.

I had a bad feeling I knew exactly where Burp was.

A second later, the sound of a horse going absolutely ballistic outside confirmed my worst fears.

That little bastard was trying to kill one of my new draft horses.
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Chapter 16

I didn’t even speak.

I jumped back from the table so fast that my chair clattered to the floor behind me, but Maximus and Markus were seated closer to the door and dashed outside only steps ahead of me. I heard the rest of my family running after me, but I kept all my attention fixed ahead of me so I could sprint toward the barn faster than I’d ever run before.

If that little fucker killed one of my prized horses, I was going to string him up by his little green toes.

The barn door was still closed, but I immediately noticed that one of the windows was open. My youngest goblin son must have finally figured out a way past the knots, and now all I could picture was a whole barn filled with bloody severed horse parts.

Maximus, Markus, and I were only yards away from the barn door when a sound like thunder suddenly came from just inside the entrance. A second later, the door burst right open in spite of the padlocks that fastened it shut, and two of the draft horses galloped out over the splintered remains.

If I wasn’t so worried that my barn had just become a slaughterhouse, I might have taken a moment to appreciate how powerful my new horses really were.

“Go get them!” I yelled to the human boys. “I’ll take care of the barn!”

Maximus and Markus disappeared into the late afternoon light to chase after the two escaped horses while I charged into the barn. Another draft horse galloped past me, followed quickly by a fourth, but the rest of them looked like they were all still safe in their stalls.

Except for one that stood right in the middle of the barn floor.

It was only standing on three legs though, and its left rear leg was streaming blood into a small pool on the floor as it wiggled it around.

Burp was on the ground behind the draft horse with a bloody mouth and a black eye. He didn’t seem to be badly injured, so I was able to turn all my attention to the horse himself.

The creature let out a furious bray when he saw me, and I immediately raised my hands to let the powerful horse know I wasn’t a threat.

“Is this the only animal you injured?” I demanded without looking at Burp. “And are you hurt?”

“Horse kick hard,” Burp muttered as he held his side like the wind had been knocked out of him. “But Burp tougher.”

“The fact that the horse is still standing tells me he’s probably tougher than you,” I said. “Now if you don’t want to piss me off more, you need to get out of here. Get your mother to take care of your eye.”

“I will make sure he is not hurt, Ken Jewell,” Nika said behind me. “Right after I box his ears to punish him for almost compromising your beautiful quarry robbery!”

“Still, he’s already compromised it,” I muttered. “Calli, are you back there?”

“I am here,” my siren wife replied.

I waited until Burp scampered out of the barn to make my next move.

“Everybody except for Calliope, get out of here so we don’t spook the horse any more,” I said. “Calli, can you sing something to calm him down?”

“Of course,” Calli answered.

Since the horse couldn’t stand on his back leg, I didn’t think it would try to kick me when I moved closer, but I didn’t want to take any chances. Plus, he still had some pretty powerful-looking teeth.

“Easy, boy,” I said as I inched a little closer.

The horse snorted and bucked his head like he planned to take me down with nothing but his skull alone.

Then Calli began to sing.

The melody began higher than I had ever heard her sing before. It sounded like it was floating among the rafters of a cathedral or maybe even up among the stars themselves, but the notes seemed to shine brighter than even the moon. When Calli slowly started to lower the melody, the whites of the horse’s eyes became a little less visible, but he whinnied again and matched her tone.

Calli continued her descent of notes as she moved forward to stand beside me. Her face was glowing, and even her blonde hair seemed like it was a soft yellow flame that haloed all around her pale skin. She stretched out her arms toward the horse as her song turned a little darker, and I heard myself groan before I even knew that I was making any noise.

The notes of my siren wife’s song seemed to descend into the very soil itself, and I felt like she understood every burden I had ever carried, every wound I had ever received. She saw them all, and then she simply smiled and released me from them.

So much weight seemed to fall off my shoulders that for a second, I thought I might actually be floating. The horse whinnied again and brought me back to the present, but even his whinny was softer now, as if he had felt all the pain of his wound evaporate just like I had.

When Calli reached the horse, she gently touched his snout before she rested her whole face against his. She was singing so quietly now that I could barely hear her, but I still felt the warm embrace of her melody, like a fire after a long day of shoveling snow. It tingled through every muscle, found every ache I didn’t even know I had, and then soothed each one carefully away.

“You can come closer now,” Calli whispered before I even realized her song had ended. “He is very calm.”

“Thank you,” I said. “That doesn’t seem like enough to say after what you just did, but thank you.”

“It was my pleasure, Ken Jewell.” The blonde siren smiled.

When I got close enough, I stroked the draft horse’s back leg to let him know that I was there. Then I leaned over to get a closer look at the injury.

Fortunately, the littlest gob had only torn his teeth through the flesh at the front of the horse’s leg. He hadn’t injured the hamstrings or any of the other major muscles, even though I was sure the power of the draft horse was the only thing that kept Burp from hurting him any more.

Then again, Burp’s quickness was probably the only thing that had kept the gob boy from getting killed by the horse’s protective instincts. All in all, he was pretty lucky to escape with nothing more than a black eye, some cracked ribs, and a bruised ego.

My goblin sons might have finally met their match with these powerful horses.

“Can you get some of your herbal salve to put on this?” I asked. “I think if we stop the bleeding and make sure he gets plenty of rest, he should heal up in no time. Not by tonight, obviously, but he should be good to go in a matter of weeks.”

“I will be right back,” Calli assured me.

After we worked together to get the salve on the horse’s wound, I cleaned the blood that had spattered across his stall and then led him back inside. By then, Markus and Maximus had wrangled the other draft horses who had kicked their way free of the barn when Burp started his attack. We put them all back in their stalls, gave them extra hay and water, and let Calli sing a few more minutes of her calming song to make sure everyone settled down.

It was a pretty swift clean-up, but it still left me with the problem of the busted barn door and the youngest little green monster. I didn’t think Nika would be a big fan of throwing Burp into the treasure hold until he cooled off, and I also knew it wouldn’t actually work. He would come out just as hungry and bloodthirsty as before. Fetch had been a little better about controlling his murdery impulses lately though, so maybe I could enlist his help.

“Fetch!” I strode past the splintered door and looked around for the little gob.

“Da!” My second youngest son popped up from his hiding spot behind Ruby.

“You keep an eye on Burp and don’t let him near the barn,” I said. “If you do, I’ll play fetch with you all afternoon tomorrow.”

“Fetch!” the green gob shouted and then grabbed Burp from where he was hiding behind Nika.

Fetch took Burp by the ear and marched him across the lawn back toward the house. Burp whined and struggled against his older brother the whole time, but Fetch flicked his knuckle against the back of the littlest gob’s hard skull and kept pushing him forward.

This wasn’t a permanent solution, but if it kept my draft horses alive for another night, it was a good enough plan for now.

“Shitter, you have to get your troops in order,” I said. “You’re still coming with me tonight because I need you, but when we get back, I need you to come up with a plan to keep Burp away from the animals in the future. Got it?”

“Yes, Da,” Shitter muttered.

The rest of my family and Torrance’s crew were all still gathered around the barn. Calli rested her hand on my arm, but since no one else seemed to know what to say, I was sure they could tell how annoyed I was.

“We’re so sorry, Mister Ken!” Markus finally gulped. “We didn’t--”

“It’s not your fault,” I said before the boy could finish an unnecessary apology. “You can’t watch the animals every second of every day and night. I thought they would be safe in the barn, too.”

“Maybe he just wanted a little nibble!” Nika suggested.

“He can want to have a little nibble all he wants to,” I replied. “That doesn’t mean he gets to have one.”

“Ohhh,” Nika whispered. “Gobs are not very good at being told they cannot have something.”

“Yeah… I guess humans aren’t great at that, either,” I groaned. “It just doesn’t usually end in the slaughter or injury of livestock.”

I took a deep breath to try and keep my cool. I had planned every detail of the robbery so carefully, but now my own son had hamstrung me. It wasn’t enough to completely fuck over my plans by any means, but it did throw them off.

We only had nine draft horses now instead of ten for tonight’s robbery. It meant one getaway wagon would have to be pulled by only one horse, and he wouldn’t be able to pull as much weight by himself. Our horse Charlie was more than capable of pulling our normal wagon, but he wasn’t built to pull heavy loads like granite, so I couldn’t enlist his help, either. I knew this wasn’t the end of the world, but it did mean we would be able to haul less granite back, and we might move a little slower.

It would require some slight recalculations, but ever since I started bringing monsters into my life, I’d gotten pretty used to having to rework a plan at the last minute.

We had less than an hour until first sunset, and we would need to leave basically right at second sundown in order to get in position as fast as possible. We needed to leave as soon as it was dark so we could drive the wagons over the hills, through the forest, and park them at Torrance’s cave. It would take us all night to move the granite from the quarry to the getaway wagons, and I didn’t want to be out in the open when the first sun came up.

This didn’t give me long to revamp any plans, and more importantly, this didn’t give me a lot of time to repair the barn door or catch a quick nap before we headed out.

“Fuck me.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Ruby, is there any leftover wood to repair the barn door? We can build a new one tomorrow, but we need to get something rigged up just for tonight. We’ll also need some new padlocks, and we should figure out a new way to secure the window, too. I was hoping I could--”

“You worry too much, Ken Jewell,” Nika interrupted.

“Nika, we’re literally supposed to leave in a few hours,” I said. “That’s a lot to do and not a lot of time to do it in.”

“Ruby and I will take care of the barn door,” Nika said. “With my clever goblin mind and her nimble fingers, it will be as easy as taking worms from a trotsniffler.”

“What the hell is a trotsniffler?” I asked.

“A creature who is very easy to take worms from!” my goblin wife giggled.

“I can also help with the barn door,” Torrance offered.

“See?” Nika smiled at the old man. “Everything will be fine, and you will like the new barn door even better than the old one! You will see!”

“Sawsaw.” My oldest son nodded to the barn window. “Fix knots and traps with boys.”

“Yeah, we can do whatever Sawsaw tells us to help secure the barn,” Maximus said.

“Okay, then we need to pack all our supplies and get the wagons and horses ready,” I said as I frowned in thought. “I still have to take care of that, and I should probably--”

“Let your family take care of things for you, my dear husband,” Calli said softly. “You do so much for us all the time, so let us take care of all this for you. Everything will be repaired and ready to go by the time you need to leave, but right now, I think you should come with me.”

“But I--”

“Don’t you know it’s a bad idea to argue with a siren?” Ruby grinned.

“It is true,” Khara added. “They always get their way in the end.”

“Always!” Abby said cheerfully.

“Are you sure you can all take care of this?” I glanced back at the barn.

“We will make you so proud, Ken Jewell,” Nika declared. “You will see!”

“But if you’re all going to work on this, what are we going to do?” I asked Calli.

“Don’t you know?” The blonde siren smirked.

“I will give you a hint!” Nika said. “It starts with S and rhymes with necks! Oh! Or it could start with S and rhyme with luck! Or it could start with F and rhyme with suck! Or it could--”

“I think I got the idea, thanks,” I chuckled as I ran my fingers through my hair.

“Come on.” Calli tugged gently on my arm and pulled me forward.

I let the beautiful siren lead me across the lawn, and when I tried to look back over my shoulder, she squeezed my bicep a little more firmly and gave a laugh that made my head spin.

“Do I need to use the same song on you that I used on the horse so you will calm down and relax?” Calli smiled.

“Yeah, when did you learn that song, anyway?” I asked. “It’s not as murdery as most siren songs usually are.”

“It is not one that I have used very often,” Calli replied. “Sirens only use calming songs like that when they are faced with very big and intimidating prey. They sing the calming song to make them stop fighting and lower their weapons so we can get in close. After they have dropped their defenses, we move in fast and then switch to a song of terror, but by then, it is too late for them to fight back. They can only listen to the sound of their own shrieks as we tear each strip of flesh from their body.”

“Shit!” I grinned and shook my head. “Ruby and Khara were right. It really is a bad idea to argue with a siren.”

“So, do I need to use my calming song on you, or will you let me take care of you?” Calli teased.

“No, I’ll cooperate,” I chuckled. “It’s just hard for me to let go of control when something might compromise the mission, and we’ve been working so hard to pull this off, and--”

“Your family will make sure that nothing compromises the mission,” Calli said. “But you also need to take care of yourself before the mission, and that means you need to take time to relax.”

“Are we going for a swim or something?” I asked when I realized she was leading me toward the pond instead of the house.

“Something like that,” my siren wife answered.

When we reached the edge of the pond, the late afternoon light was reflecting off the surface of the water so brightly that it seemed like one of the suns had been captured in the ripples. The light of the suns also reflected off Calli’s blonde hair, and when she smiled up at me, her blue eyes shone with light and love.

“I’ve been working on a new song,” Calli said. “Abby has been very busy creating songs for war, battle, and bloodshed, but I have focused my efforts… elsewhere.”

“Really?” I swallowed as she pressed her heavy tits into my chest.

“Mhm.” Calli licked her lips. “I’ve been working on songs of love, specifically lovemaking.”

I glanced back at the rest of my family across the green lawn. Even though they were farther away now, I could still see them moving all around the barn, and I wondered what exactly my siren wife had in mind with all our kids and Torrance’s family so close to us.

“Would you like to hear one?” Calli smiled.

“Uh, that sounds great,” I said. “But where exactly do you plan to sing it?”

“Nika is right,” the beautiful siren laughed. “You worry too much, Ken Jewell.”

I didn’t get a chance to ask her anything else before she started singing again. Her voice immediately rippled around me like the waves in the pond, and the other sounds all around my home faded. The laughter of my other wives disappeared, the happy shrieks and shouts of my kids faded, and even the sound of hammers and axes evaporated.

All I could hear was my siren wife’s new melody that floated around me like a symphony of violins. Every time I inhaled, my lungs flooded with more air than ever before, and it filled my muscles with a strength I didn’t know I could have. Whenever I exhaled, Calli pressed her body a little more firmly against mine, and my cock started to stiffen in response to her soft curves.

Then she stopped singing.

I was so surprised at the sudden silence that I almost stumbled backward, but Calli slipped her fingers into mine and pulled me toward the pond.

That was when I saw the real effect of her song.

I might have felt more air flood into my lungs while she was singing, but her melody had literally filled the pond with air. It looked like she had Moses-ed out a six-foot-wide bubble into the edge of the pool. The bubble was open to the surface so it looked like a hole in the water, and it was at least eight feet deep. The water in the rest of the pond pressed against the edges of the massive air bubble like a glass aquarium tank, and without another word of explanation, Calli released my hand and jumped down into the bubble.

Her feet landed lightly on the bottom of the bubble, but the force of her song kept the water back so she didn’t transform into her siren self. She reached her arms up toward me, and even though I was pretty sure my two hundred pounds of muscle would burst right through the air bubble and soak us both, I shrugged and slipped down into the pond after her.

The air bubble actually stayed intact. It was a strange feeling to be inside the pond but not wet at all, almost like I was floating or treading water but without any effort.

“Only one more step,” Calli giggled and then started humming again.

The huge bubble started to sink down into the pond. The water closed over our heads as we dropped toward the bottom, but the eight by six foot air pocket stayed perfectly undamaged. It was like we were inside a completely puncture-proof soap bubble that slowly drifted down to the bottom of the pond.

The water around the bubble grew darker as we descended deeper, and I looked around to admire the sides of the pond through the safety of the air bubble. The walls of the pond were covered with glowing green aquatic plants, tiny mushrooms pulsing with blue light, and pale gold flowers that seemed to wink on and off like blinking eyes.

When the air bubble finally came to rest on the soft bed of plants at the bottom of the pond, Calli sang a little louder, and the air bubble turned into an honest-to-god waterproof chamber. The plants felt as dry as moss under us, and the bubble even expanded so it was eight feet across as well as eight feet high.

It was surprisingly dark at the bottom of the pond. The only sounds I could hear were the soft ripples of the water as they pressed against the edges of the bubble and then retreated again. It made me feel like we were the only two people in the world at the moment, and nothing seemed like it could go wrong down here.

“What do you think?” Calli whispered. “Do you like your surprise?”

“You’re even more incredible and powerful than I knew,” I said. “How are you doing this?”

“I can’t hold it forever.” The siren shrugged. “But I can hold it long enough for us to have some fun. I thought it would be good for you to get away from everything and have some peace and quiet.”

“It is nice to get away,” I agreed. “But if you think we’re gonna sit down here in peace and quiet, then you’re about to be in for a surprise of your own.”

“Ooh, are you about to get all bossy on me, Ken Jewell?” Calli teased as she danced backward a few steps.

“Hell yeah, I am.” I grinned. “Now take off your clothes.”

“Why don’t you come over here and make me?” The beautiful siren blew me a kiss that made my knees weak.

“If that’s how you want to play this.” I crossed the distance between us in two seconds, scooped her up, and threw her over my shoulder while she shrieked and giggled. Then I moved back toward the center of the air bubble chamber and dropped to my knees so I could lay her down on her back.

“Now, let’s see,” I teased as I held her against the soft seaweed. “Should I just rip your dress open or pull it off over your head instead?”

“I don’t know,” Calli giggled. “You’re the boss!”

“Damn right, I am,” I laughed and then reached down to grab the hem of her dark blue dress.

After I hiked it up over her hips, I paused for a second when I realized that my siren wife wasn’t wearing any underwear, and her neat landing strip of golden-blonde hair above the rosebud-like lips of her entrance was like the Yellow Brick Road leading me home.

I quickly finished pulling the dress up toward her head, except I didn’t pull it off all the way. I left her arms trapped in the sleeves above her head, and the fabric covered her face so she couldn’t see me. After I tore off all my own clothes and boots and tossed them to the side, I lowered myself down on top of the blonde siren and started to kiss down her chest in between her perfectly round tits.

“Now you’re all mine,” I said as I began to kiss her stomach.

Calli squealed and wriggled her hips against me like she was trying to find my cock with nothing but her pussy as a homing beacon, but I wanted to tease her for a little longer first. While her arms were still pinned above her head by her own dress, I let my fingers flick across her nipples as I massaged her perfect breasts.

Then I kissed lower and lower down her supermodel stomach until I reached the neat stripe of hair above her slit, and the siren’s soft moans were muffled by the fabric of her dress. When I grazed my tongue across her pussy lips, I found her already dripping wet for me, and the taste sent such a rush of blood through my body that my dick immediately stood at attention.

I couldn’t wait anymore.

I repositioned my body so my cock was pressed against her waiting tunnel and then immediately slid my full length inside of her. Calli was so wet that my dick pushed right in, but her pelvic muscles gripped me like a velvet glove that massaged up and down my shaft.

I had enjoyed teasing her, but now I wanted to see her face as my cock filled her again and again. The next time I thrust inside her, I reached up and finished pulling off her dress, and the beautiful siren panted and looked up at me with flushed cheeks.

“You feel so big and hard inside me,” Calli gasped.

“Shit, you feel fucking good,” I groaned.

Her muscles gripped me even tighter as I continued thrusting inside her. She clung to the aquatic plants on either side of her hips like it was the only thing keeping her from floating up to the surface in ecstasy, and when her whole body started to tremble, I pressed her hands more firmly into the seaweed.

“Ohhh!” Calli’s orgasm crashed over her so fast that her blue eyes went wide with surprise, and her whole body spasmed until she collapsed back against the soft floor of the pond.

“Was that a good one?” I grinned.

“They are all good ones,” Calli moaned. “Every time I think I have felt the limits of pleasure, you give me another climax and make every part of my body so warm and tingly that it is like the first time all over again.”

“Good,” I said and kissed her cheek. “Now, get on top.”

“Whatever you say,” the blonde siren purred.

I stayed inside of her as we rolled over to flip positions. Once my back was pressed into the soft bed of plants, Calli adjusted her legs slightly to straddle my lap and then started to ride me like a mechanical bull on ladies night.

Every time her hips rose up, my cock slid out of her tunnel until it was almost completely free, but at the last second, the sexy siren bounced her hips back down along the full length of my shaft. It made me feel like every thrust was the first one, and the tighter she gripped me, the more I wanted to release inside her.

Calli suddenly started to breathe faster, and she fell forward against my chest. Her soft breasts pressed into me as she tried to push herself back up, but I liked the feeling of her warm skin against me too much to let her go, so I slipped one hand into her hair to root her in place, and my other hand reached up to smack her tight ass.

“Ohh, Ken!” Calli moaned.

I smacked her ass once more, but then I grabbed her hips so I could thrust my cock into her again and again. She bounced her hips up and down in rhythm with my thrusts, and her tits bounced right along with them.

Half a minute later, the beautiful siren came again. Her wordless scream was so loud that the walls of the air bubble trembled and wavered like they were about to shatter and flood us both with water. They held together though, and by the time Calli’s climax finished, the walls of the chamber had gone still again, and I let out a sigh of relief.

Calli kept laying on my chest until she recovered her breath, and then she wiggled up high enough to kiss me. Her lips tasted like honey, and when our tongues started to dance together, the siren began to ride me again. Every part of her body was pressed against mine, and the feeling of her soft curves was enough to make me lose my mind.

I didn’t want to hold myself back anymore.

I pumped my hips into her over and over until a wave of pleasure washed over me. Then I thrust into her velvety tunnel one more time, and couldn’t take it anymore.

“I’m going to fill you up,” I growled.

“Pleaaaaase,” she gasped and slid her pussy even further down onto my cock, and when her muscles squeezed me again, a wave of my seed pulsed into her as my head began to spin.

We both swayed together as our bodies tensed and thrashed together, and each grasp of her silky channel caused my balls to release another cupful of my seed deep inside of my siren wife. Our climaxes seemed to last a solid minute, but eventually her tunnel milked the last few drops of cum out of me, and we both gasped as we descended from our incredible peak.

“Ohh, yesss,” Calli sighed gratefully. “If I was not already carrying your child, you would definitely have made me pregnant just now, Ken Jewell.”

“I believe you,” I laughed.

We laid together and cuddled for a few minutes as we caught our breaths, but it didn’t take long before the feeling of her tunnel around my dick made me stiffen to full attention again.

“Oh!” Calli bit her lip in excitement. “Already?”

“Hell yes,” I said. “Don’t you know how sexy you are?”

“Hmm…” Calli’s blue eyes looked full of mischief. “I’m not sure. Maybe you should show me!”

“Then you better flip over,” I commanded.

The beautiful siren giggled and instantly changed positions so she was on all fours. The sight of her bent back and perfect ass wiggling back and forth as she searched for my cock was enough to make me groan, and I quickly sat up so I could take her from behind.

Then I was deep inside her once more, and we both groaned as we struggled to become one.

She came two more times in that position before we switched back to missionary, and then I drank in the sight of the beautiful siren looking up at me with more love and desire than any man had ever known before. The next time she came, I let myself climax again so my seed flooded every inch of her warm tunnel.

It was perfect.

We rested longer after my second climax, but then we went for two more rounds before we were both completely spent. After we collapsed beside each other on the bed of seaweed, Calli ran her fingers through my hair and sang softly until I fell asleep.

I wasn’t sure how long I was out, but I woke up to Calli kissing my chest.

“We have time for one more session of lovemaking before it’s time to go,” the sexy blonde teased. “Interested?”

“You know I am,” I laughed, and then we devoured each other again for one more orgasm each, until we finally fell back into each other’s arms.

“I hope I didn’t wear you out too much for your mission tonight.” Calli kissed my chest again as she nestled against my shoulder.

“Nope, I actually feel really energized,” I told her. “I feel like I could pick up a fucking mountain.”

“You could if you wanted to,” Calli said. “You can do anything you want to, Ken Jewell.”

“Thank you for this, Calliope.” I kissed the top of the siren’s blonde hair. “I really needed it.”

“I know,” the beautiful blonde replied with a smile. “Didn’t I tell you that everything would be fine?”

“You did,” I chuckled. “I just… I had everything planned to a tee, and then Burp and the horses really threw me for a loop. But in the grand scheme of things, it’s not really a big deal. I’m lucky to have such fierce and bloodthirsty sons, plus such a brilliant and badass siren daughter. Just like I’m the luckiest son of a bitch in the world to have four beautiful, clever, and completely ruthless wives.”

“Only four for now,” Calli corrected me. “Soon, you will need to bring another monster wife up from the underdark to join our family.”

“Maybe let’s just focus on robbing the quarry first,” I said. “One thing at a time, right?”

“If you say so!” Calli giggled. “Are you ready to leave now?”

“Is it really time?” I asked. “How long have we been down here?”

“Long enough!” Calli said, and then she whistled to make the air bubble start to rise again.

“How about a little warning next time?” I groaned as I tried to pull on my pants in the middle of the floating bubble.

“Where is the fun in that?” my siren wife laughed.

By the time the air bubble surfaced, Calli had her dress on again, and I had managed to get on all my clothes except for my shirt. I scrambled onto shore and helped pull Calli out seconds before the bubble burst, and the water filled the pond just like normal again.

As soon as I slipped my shirt on again, I realized that the beautiful siren was right. The sky was dark except for the brilliant shades of purple, orange, red, and pink that surrounded the setting second sun, and this meant we were only minutes away from our planned time of departure.

“Don’t worry,” Calli said before I could even say anything. “Look! Everything is ready for you.”

I followed her gaze toward the drawbridge and saw that my entire family was assembled there. The five getaway wagons were hitched up to nine draft horses, and Charlie stood waiting beside them with our usual wagon. The black horse did his best to stand tall and proud beside the draft horses, but they were so massive that he looked a little like the puppy in those commercials with the Clydesdales.

I glanced over at the barn before we moved toward the gate, but it looked like the door had been completely replaced, not just repaired. My family had been busy while I was busy with Calli, and it really did make me feel like the luckiest bastard who had ever lived.

“I can’t believe you did all this so fast,” I told my family when we reached them.

“We also prepared your molle pack, your utility belt, and all your weapons,” Khara announced.

“The barn door was easy enough to replace,” Ruby said. “After laying a whole railway and constructing all these wagons, a thick-ass door isn’t a big deal to build.”

“The real surprise was how quickly Sawsaw was able to set traps on the barn!” Nika said. “Such beautiful, sneaky traps! You will be so proud of them when you see them, Ken Jewell.”

“Gobs lose fingers in traps,” Sawsaw warned his brothers. “Need fingers for sneaks!”

I was about to question whether it was a good idea to set up traps that might actually sever little goblin fingers if they went off, but Fetch and Burp both nodded eagerly at Sawsaw’s instructions. If this was what it took to make them leave my livestock alone, maybe it would be worth it. Besides, the little monsters were so fast that they’d probably escape any real damage.

“I can’t wait to look at your work when we get back, Sawsaw,” I told my eldest. “But right now, we have a quarry to rob.”

“And then a castle to build!” Nika cheered. “It will be such a terrifying castle. Everyone who looks at it will know that Ken Jewell is the mightiest king in all the land. Men will beg you to spare their lives, women will beg you to take them as wives, and even the animals will all want to graze in our beautiful pastures!”

“I hope you’re right.” I grinned at my goblin wife.

“Oh, I am right,” Nika said as she started to bounce on her toes in excitement. “The granite is just the first step in your domination of the surface world and the underdark. You will see!”

I jumped up into the driver’s seat of one of the draft horse wagons and smiled at my family.

“Then I guess we better go get ourselves some granite,” I announced.
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Chapter 17

By the time we reached the southern border of the forest, the early night sky was covered with a thick layer of clouds and left us in even more darkness than before. It made it damn near impossible to see as we drove the six wagons into the woods, but it meant any other humans would also have a hard time seeing us in the darkness. Sure, there probably weren’t many villagers skulking in the woods after second sundown, but just in case there were, they’d be shit out of luck.

And unlike those unlucky bastards, I didn’t have to rely on only human eyesight to guide us forward through the forest. Three of my wives were with me in the lead wagon, and since they were all from the underdark, they could see in the night even better than cats.

“We’re almost there,” Ruby hissed. “I recognize that boulder between the two fir trees.”

“I do not understand how you can tell one rock from another,” Khara muttered. “The only thing I think when I see a stone is whether or not I can pick it up and use it to bash in my enemies’ skulls.”

“Do you think you could pick up that rock and smash someone’s skull?” Nika pointed to the four-foot-tall boulder that Ruby recognized.

Khara flexed her fingers like they were curling around the stone. “I am not completely confident that I could pick it up over my head, but I could certainly lift it and use it to crush an enemy’s entire body. His skull would shatter along with his ribs, and after he gave his last twitch, a pool of blood would slowly leak out from underneath the boulder.”

“Wow!” Nika gasped. “You are so strong and sexy, Khara! And your breasts are so enormous that I think they might pop out of your bikini if you breathe too deeply!”

“I don’t know if any of this is really helpful right now,” I snickered.

“Do you not also think they are enormous?” Nika asked. “Here, look at our breasts beside each other so you can compare.”

“Nika, I--” But my protests were cut off when Nika jumped up from beside me and moved into the back of the wagon with my other wives.

“Mine are also bigger than normal because I am so pregnant,” Nika said as she cupped her tits with her hands and held them up beside Khara’s. “Normally, they are still very big, but it is fun when they are even bigger! Don’t you think Khara’s are even more enormous than mine right now?”

I glanced back as Nika began playing with her own tits to demonstrate their size compared to Khara’s, and I couldn’t help but laugh at the way my goblin wife treated them like heavy balloons that she could bounce and toss around.

“I think you both have perfect breasts, babe.” I grinned. “And so do you, Ruby.”

“I know,” the petite redhead said with a wink. “Even if Khara’s are bigger than mine or Nika’s right now. But I’m only almost halfway through my pregnancy. There’s still plenty of fucking time for my girls to get absolutely ginormous.”

“How will your tiny frame support such voluptuous breasts?” Nika whispered.

“We will carry them for her,” Khara announced, as if this was a routine part of every pregnancy.

“Wait, how far along are you, Nika?” Ruby suddenly asked. “The last time your tits were this big, it was pretty fucking close to when you gave birth to Burp.”

“I am close to term,” Nika agreed. “But I should still have enough time to rob the quarry tonight. What about you, Khara?”

“I am still not sure.” Khara’s long black claws clicked against the side of the wagon. “The baby will definitely come early, though. I feel its excitement to emerge into the world and begin a reign of death and terror.”

“I can’t believe I’m about to say this,” I groaned. “But can you all stop playing with your tits and help me find our way through the woods?”

“Do not worry, Ken Jewell,” Nika said. “We will have plenty of time to play later, and you can play with us! We will focus very hard on the mission right now.”

“Steer Charlie slightly to the right of that cluster of thin oaks,” Ruby directed. “Torrance’s cave should be straight ahead in about a hundred yards.”

“Damn, you’re good with directions,” I said as I followed her guidance. “I can’t believe you remember all the details about where to go.”

“It’s nice to have a fucking dwarf on your team, isn’t it?” Ruby chuckled.

I looked over my shoulder one more time to check on the five other wagons following us. It was hard to just look past my three wives since each of them looked as ferocious as they were beautiful, and the clothes they wore for the mission somehow made them even sexier than usual.

Khara wore a tiny string bikini that barely covered her nipples, and her shorts were so short that they might as well have been underwear. They showed off every inch of her muscular legs, along with the half a dozen daggers buckled onto leather straps around her thighs and waist.

Ruby was dressed in her usual working outfit of a tight white tank top and short shorts. Her tool belt was buckled around her waist, but she had also slipped a hatchet through one of the rings. Her ginger-red hair was pulled tight in a high ponytail, and it was all I could do not to think about grabbing her cute little ponytail and pulling it back as I took her from behind.

“Shit!” I shook my head to try to clear my thoughts.

“Anything wrong?” Nika giggled and gave a little shimmy that made her breasts bounce back and forth.

“I didn’t know goblins could read minds, too,” I muttered.

“We don’t!” Nika said. “I am just very, very good at telling when you are in the mood, Ken Jewell!”

“I’m trying to focus here,” I groaned, but Nika just laughed.

My goblin wife had brought two short daggers and a long knife in case there was any trouble tonight. She wore her usual short shorts too, but she had swapped out her top for a little leather bodice that left her pregnant green stomach bare. I wasn’t about to complain about seeing more of my wives’ skin, but I was surprised that none of them wore armor that covered more of their bodies.

Before we even left home though, Nika told me this was because it would be easier for them to move around with less clothing, and their reflexes were one of their greatest weapons. Of course, she also said it was because when our enemies saw their lack of real armor, they would understand how fearless my women were, and then they would begin to know the true meaning of fear themselves.

I forced my gaze past the three sexy women to make sure the rest of the wagons were all still with us. Shitter drove the team of draft horses directly behind us, and Sawsaw and Abby sat beside him just until we reached Torrance’s cave. Canigo, Blink, and Timber each drove the other pairs of horses behind Shitter, and the last wagon was steered by Torrance with only one draft horse. They were all still with us, and so far, they’d done just fine guiding the wagons through the thick trees in the dim woods.

When we reached Torrance’s cave less than a minute later, I immediately hopped down and inspected the crane system we’d set up. It still looked as perfect as when we had left it early this morning, and that convinced me no one else had been around or tried to mess with it.

So far, so good.

I climbed back up into the wagon just long enough to steer Charlie out of the way to the side. I gave the black horse an apple and told him we’d be back soon, and then I headed over to help Torrance and my sons guide their wagons into place.

We would load up one wagon at a time, but no one would leave until all the wagons were ready to go. I wanted us to stay together in case we ran into any trouble on the way home, plus we would also be able to load the wagons faster if we had all hands on deck to help out.

Shitter’s wagon would be the first one loaded. I helped direct my second oldest goblin son in parking his vehicle directly beside the cavern shaft, where we would be able to lift up the granite from the underdark, swing it over the bed of his wagon, and then drop it down in the back. He would have to adjust the exact position of the wagon every few minutes to make sure the load was equally distributed across the entire vehicle, but otherwise, he should be pretty much good to go.

After we finished loading his wagon, we would do the same thing for the wagons of Canigo, Blink, Timber, and Torrance. Then they would all drive home at the same time I drove the wagon with Charlie, and I would take Ruby, Nika, Khara, Sawsaw, and Abby with me.

“We all know the plan, right?” I announced once everyone was in position.

“Don’t worry, Ken.” Torrance fidgeted with the hat in his hands. “I may not be able to help you lift the actual granite, but I’ll do everything else in my power to make sure things run smoothly on this end.”

“I appreciate that,” I told the old man. “Sawsaw and Abby will run back and forth with the rail cars, and if you all have trouble loading the granite by yourselves, Sawsaw can help you out.”

“Shitter strong,” my second oldest said but then looked at Sawsaw with a sigh. “Sawsaw stronger.”

“This is all gonna be a joint effort, buddy,” I said. “And remember, the pulley system I’ve set up here with the crane means you won’t need to apply as much force as you think to pick up the granite.”

“Yes, Da,” Shitter replied. “Gobs do good job.”

“I know you will.” I nodded. “Ruby, Khara, Nika, you’re all with me. Sawsaw and Abby, you’re with us at least until we get the first rail car loaded up.”

“I hope we run into some werewolves tonight!” Abby giggled. “It would be so much fun to make their brains explode again!”

“Only if you save some for me to rip the heads off of,” Khara told the little siren. “I want to feel their vertebrae snap under my fingers before I shred their muscles so completely that their heads pop off like overripe grapes.”

“Fucking hell,” I whistled. “If I didn’t know you so well, I’d think that was just the hormones talking.”

“Pregnancy only makes me more unpredictable,” Khara said with the hint of a fanged smile. “I am bloodthirsty either way.”

“Then let’s at least give those hormones something to focus on,” I said. “Shitter and Torrance, look after the gobs. We’ll send the first rail car to you as soon as we get it loaded.”

Shitter snapped to attention with a little salute, and the other gobs quickly imitated him. Torrance simply nodded and placed his hat back on his head like he was about to work a full day in the suns instead of under cover of darkness.

Sawsaw was the first to climb down the twenty-foot shaft, but Abby locked herself onto his back so she could be the first one down, too. Nika followed them down the walls of the cavern, and Khara chose to drop straight down and land like a superhero at the bottom.

Ruby and I were the last ones to head down, and it gave Shitter and my other sons a chance to practice working the pulley system. After they lowered us to the cavern floor, I gave the rope a little swing to show that we were good. Then they pulled the rope and hook back up to the surface to await their next orders.

The six of us moved swiftly and relatively silently along Ruby’s railway. Every few minutes, Khara held up her fist to stop us and sniff the air, but she assured me it was just a precaution since her senses were more heightened than anyone else’s at the moment. As much as I wanted to move fast, I wanted to move safely even more, so I didn’t mind the occasional stops to check our surroundings and make sure nothing was about to ambush us from one of the neighboring tunnels.

Other than Khara sniffing the air every few minutes, the only other noise was Abby and Nika whispering together about all the ways they would kill different monsters.

“I’m still hoping for werewolves,” Abby whispered.

“No, I think it would be much more fun to run into some kobolds,” Nika countered. “Their legs are Fetch’s favorite new toy, and I would love to bring him back a few fresh ones to play with in the morning.”

“Don’t you think he would like a nice smelly werewolf leg instead?” Abby grinned. “If he doesn’t mind the extra hair, that could be a fun toy, too.”

“As long as we don’t run into any orcs, I’ll be happy,” I muttered. “We can handle any other monsters, but orcs are a little outside of my comfort zone right now.”

“But we would be so good at killing orcs!” Nika gasped. “Do you think there is a chance we will find any?”

“I thought I smelled one when we were here last night,” Khara said. “But it turned out to only be druvimmer moss. I doubt there are any orcs this far north.”

“That’s a fucking pity,” Ruby said.

“Don’t tell me your hormones are making you all crazy and bloodthirsty, too.” I smirked at the adorably fierce expression on the petite redhead’s face.

“Maybe they are.” Ruby winked. “Don’t tell me you’re not turned on by how much your wives want to slaughter anything that comes within two miles of our family.”

“We may proceed,” Khara announced, and the six of us moved forward again.

When we reached the other end of the railway, everything was just as we’d left it. The ten flatbed rail cars were all in position and ready to be loaded at the bottom of the chute, and the handcarts were just waiting for us to take them up to the surface and start filling them with slabs of granite.

“Let me check the surface first,” I told my family.

I shifted the rock from covering the entrance, scrambled through the three by three foot opening, walked forward until I could see most of the quarry, and then listened for any signs that we weren’t alone.

The quarry looked and sounded as deserted as I had hoped. Every time we’d been here before, there were no night shifts or guards around, but I’d still been paranoid that this might suddenly change before we were even able to get our first robbery off the ground. But now, the only noises were from an owl hooting somewhere in the forest around us and the soft whisper of wind in the tree branches high above.

“All clear,” I said when I poked my head back through the entrance. “Bring out the handcarts.”

We wheeled all the handcarts up to the surface, and I grabbed one of them and looked around for the best place to begin our work. The cave entrance was only a dozen yards away from the edge of the quarry, and even though the ground sloped down slightly away from the cave, it was only a slight angle that shouldn’t cause us much trouble when we pushed the carts back up from the quarry.

Once we entered the area of gleaming white stone, I took a deep breath and picked a pile of slabs that had already been hewn from the rock face.

“Ruby and I will start here,” I said. “Nika and Khara will be another team, but I want you two to start on that pile over there. The key is to take granite from all over the quarry so it’s not obvious that someone came in and stole anything. I want the foremen to feel like they’re losing their minds so they keep counting and recounting. I don’t want them to come in tomorrow morning and immediately realize that someone definitely stole from them.”

“What about me, Daddy?” Abby whispered. “I could go down the road and murder all the guards at the outpost in case any of them hear us working!”

“They’re two miles away, sweetie,” I chuckled. “I think we were only in danger of them hearing us when I set off the black powder. You could probably shout as loud as your little lungs want to, and they wouldn’t come to investigate.”

My siren daughter inhaled like she was about to test out my theory.

“No, no, let’s not try it out!” I said quickly. “I want you and Sawsaw to start filling another cart over toward the entrance of the quarry, but once we all finish filling up our carts, you and Ruby will be in charge of dumping the granite down the chute onto the rail cars.”

“Because you are worried that someone will try to attack us, and you want me to guard the railway?” Abby’s brown eyes shone with hope.

“Exactly, princess.” I grinned.

“Okay!” Abby jumped into the handcart so Sawsaw had to wheel her away in it, and for a second, it reminded me of pushing my sister around in shopping carts when we were both little.

It was weird to think about my family all the way back on Earth. My brother and sister both had families of their own though, and if there’d been any way for me to communicate with them, I knew without a doubt that they’d tell me to stay here and take care of my wives and kids. It was a comforting thought, and I let myself enjoy it for a second before I turned my attention back to the gleaming slabs of granite.

Lucky for us, the duke’s quarry workers were still using pretty medieval technology, and this meant most of the cut granite was pretty small. There was one section closest to the sheer cliff that had more massive slabs of granite that would definitely need some kind of machine to lift and move them, but the majority of the mined rock was in perfect blocks that one or two men could carry between them.

Or in my case, one man and his incredibly strong monster family.

A single cubic foot of granite weighed about a hundred and seventy-five pounds, and even though I could easily have lifted that by myself, I didn’t really want Ruby to have to lift that much by herself, too. She was strong as fuck, but she was also pregnant, and that made me nervous.

We lifted the first block together and dropped it into the handcart. Neither one of us had broken a sweat by the time we dropped the third cubic foot of granite in, and I started to wonder if I should have just given us each our own handcart, especially when I looked at the rest of my family to see how they were doing.

Khara was lifting whole blocks of granite by herself while Nika zoomed all around her with the cart. Every time my orc wife chucked a granite block in Nika’s direction, the goblin woman zipped in with the cart just in time to snag it in the bottom, like they were playing some elaborate and dangerously heavy game of catch.

Sawsaw and Abby were playing a similar version of the game, only Abby was directing Sawsaw to the best blocks to put into their handcart. When the little siren saw me watching her, she waved and then went back to skipping gleefully.

“We can fit one more small block in this cart before we need to dump it,” Ruby announced. “We definitely don’t want to make it heavier, or it’ll be too hard to push back up toward the cave entrance.”

“Got it,” I replied and then looked around for a smaller hunk of granite that would just meet the cart’s weight limit.

If we started to get into a time crunch with the granite and I wasn’t sure whether or not we would make it home by first sunrise, maybe I would switch to us each filling up our own cart. But right now, I wanted to make sure that nobody got injured trying to do too much too fast.

I planned for us to continue robbing this place for a long time to come, so I didn’t want anybody hurting themselves just because I got a little impatient. Besides, two of my wives were so pregnant that they could have a baby any day now, and even though they weren’t human, it was hard to shake my human concern for their safety.

I directed us all back to the cave entrance as soon as Nika and Khara finished filling their first handcart, and Sawsaw and Abby followed along behind them. It was a bitch to lift the carts and push them up the gently sloped hill, but Ruby had done a great job making sure they would be balanced as we moved them. It still took two of us to push them forward, and I was glad Sawsaw jumped in to act as a third pusher for both my cart and Nika’s.

If I had been fueled by one of Calli’s strengthening songs, I could have pushed one whole handcart by myself, but I was grateful for the help tonight. I even thought about asking Abby for a little assistance, but I didn’t know what the rest of the night had in store for us, so I wanted to save my daughter’s siren abilities until we really needed them.

My muscles flooded with relief when we finished pushing the last handcart up the hill. We had filled three of them already, and that equaled about eighteen hundred pounds of granite. Of course, we needed about eighteen thousand pounds to fill up one of the getaway wagons on the other end, but we were off to a good start.

“Let me and Ruby get the chute in place,” I told the rest of my family. “As soon as it’s set up, we’ll go back to loading more granite, but I want to make sure everything works okay first.”

“Obviously it will work okay, Ken Jewell!” Nika said. “You are the one who made it, and that means it will be the best chute ever!”

“It’s only a rough system for now,” I laughed. “I’ll get something better set up after our first run. I just want everything else to go smoothly tonight.”

“Then we will get enough granite to finish the wall around our home,” Nika sighed happily. “We will get more to rebuild our home into a castle after that, and it will be the grandest castle anyone has ever seen! All the underdark monsters who see it will despair of victory, and all the humans who come across it will fall to their knees in terror.”

“All that just from seeing a castle, huh?” I grinned.

“It will be a very good castle, Ken Jewell,” my goblin wife said. “You will like it. You will see!”

“How about we just get through tonight first?” I asked. “It’s gonna take at least fifteen trips just to finish the perimeter wall, probably more. So, it’ll be a minute before we can start on the castle.”

“Good things come to those who wait, as long as enemies take the bait!” Nika said in a little sing-song voice. “Their friends will wonder why they’re late, but it’s because their heads are on our plates!”

“Catchy.” I smirked. “Wait here, I’ll be right back.”

Ruby and I crawled inside the cave so we could get the chute in place. Once it was lined up with the center of the exit, we slid a railway car along the tracks until it was lined up with the bottom of the chute. Now all we should have to do is load the granite onto the top of the chute, jostle it to get it started, and then let gravity do the rest of the work to tumble it down onto the waiting rail car.

“Abby!” I called. “Go ahead and come down here!”

The little siren came flying down the chute like she was on a slide at a waterpark and skidded off the ramp and onto the rail car so fast that she would have kept going and slammed into the cavern wall if I hadn’t jumped in front of her and snatched her out of the air.

“How the hell did you do that?” I gasped, but then I looked down at something green on the rail car.

Abby had skidded down the ramp on a giant leaf about one foot wide and two feet long. I touched the bottom of the leaf, and it felt slick like it was coated in a heavy sheen of lubricant. Then I realized my brilliant siren daughter might have just made things a hell of a lot easier for us.

“Where did you get this, princess?” I asked.

“There are a whole bunch of shrubs like this a few yards away from here at the edge of the forest,” Abby answered. “They’re only slimy on one side, but I thought it’d be fun to use one to slide down the chute.”

“You did a great job finding it,” I said. “Now go get more of them.”

As soon as Abby and Sawsaw returned with more of the slimy leaves, we got everything set up. Ruby, Sawsaw, and Abby stayed at the bottom of the ramp to help guide the granite into position on the rail cars. Nika, Khara, and I all stayed up top. We lifted each block of granite onto one of the slippery leaves and then released them to slide down the chute.

The only thing I’d been worried about with this kind of crude chute was that some of the granite might be damaged by all the jostling, on top of the fact that the stone might make a hell of a lot of noise as it tumbled down into the underdark. Sure, it wouldn’t be loud enough to alert the guards two miles away, but if any other humans were in the woods closer to us, it might raise some suspicion.

It had been a risk I was willing to take, but now that I knew there was a better option, I had to rein myself in from telling Abby she could pick out her own personal pony the next time we were in town.

Even though I wouldn’t have hesitated to say yes if she asked for one.

When we finished unloading the first three carts, Sawsaw hopped onto the rail car and pushed off to take it down the tracks to his brothers waiting at the other end. Abby and Ruby started to collect all the slippery leaves so they could bring them back up to the surface, but Nika, Khara, and I all took our carts back into the quarry.

“I can fill one by myself,” Khara volunteered. “Since we are now short a few workers.”

“I was thinking about that,” I said.

“It looks like there is a very good stack of granite waiting there.” Khara pointed to the massive gates at the quarry entrance. “Perhaps I should begin there, and I can make sure no guards secretly come so I do not have to pluck out their eyeballs and stuff them down their throats to keep them from seeing and talking. Or so I do not have to lick up every last drop of blood when I rip out their hearts, to keep any of the duke’s other guards from following their blood trail.”

“Uhh, it kinda sounds like you want the guards to show up.” I frowned. “You’re not thinking about causing some kind of noise that would make them run this way, are you?”

“How would I make so much noise?” Khara gave me a fanged smile. “I do not even have black powder with me.”

“We have all heard your war cry,” Nika pointed out. “That alone would be enough to wake the dead. Ohh, can you wake the dead, Khara?”

“I believe that is outside of my power,” Khara snickered. “Unless you all would like me to try?”

“I love this plan!” Nika’s hand shot up into the air.

“Not tonight,” I said firmly. “Khara, as much as I appreciate your enthusiasm to load a cart by yourself, I want Nika to stay with you just in case your hormones get the better of you.”

“As you wish, husband,” Khara replied.

I called Ruby and Abby over once they finished gathering up all the slimy leaves again. Then the five of us went back to work loading more granite while Sawsaw worked with his brothers on the other end of the railway to transfer the first load of granite into the back of a getaway wagon.

Abby served as lookout for soldiers, monsters, and any piles of already-mined granite that looked like they could lose a few blocks without anybody noticing. It didn’t take long to fill up another two handcarts, but after we pushed them up to the top of the hill, we went ahead and filled up the remaining three.

Once we all got into position again at the top and bottom of the chute, we sent the granite blocks flying down the shaft to land on the next waiting rail car. Then we moved it along the rail to wait for Sawsaw’s return, and we went ahead and got the next flatbed rail car into place.

Sawsaw still wasn’t back yet, but I wasn’t surprised. I knew it would take a lot longer to load the wagons on the other end than it would to steal the granite in the first place. I would be able to help them at Torrance’s cave once we finished at the quarry, but it was a lot more dangerous here where we were so exposed than it was at the other end.

While we waited for Sawsaw to return, we headed back down into the quarry with all five empty handcarts. We made it halfway through a repeat of the process before Sawsaw poked his head out of the tunnel to announce that he was back and ready to head out with the next rail car.

“Go with him this time,” I told Abby. “We haven’t run into any trouble so far, and I have a feeling the gobs are gonna need a strengthening song by the time the night’s over.”

“Mommy is better at those than me.” Abby ran her fingers through her hair in the same gesture I sometimes used, but then she clapped her hands together. “Oh, I know! I can use another new song I have been working on! It is to give struggling enemies a renewed sense of strength. It makes them think they actually have a chance, so when we kill them anyway, their terror and despair will be absolutely delicious!”

“I don’t know if that’s the best song to use on your brothers,” I said.

“But I will only use the first part of the song!” Abby laughed. “I will not use the second half where I make them lose their strength all over again. Just the part that makes them stronger!”

“Okay, sweetie,” I said. “That sounds like a plan.”

“Aren’t you glad I insisted that I come with you tonight?” The little blonde siren gave me her most charming smile, and I fell head over heels for it all over again.

Just like I did every time.

After Abby and Sawsaw left to transport the second car down the railway, my three wives and I went back to work with the handcarts. We had the process down smoothly now, so we managed to work even faster. The only times we stopped were to take quick breathers after dumping our loads of granite down the chute and after finishing up another flatbed rail car.

We had filled another car and a half by the time Sawsaw and Abby came back again. Since we had all found our rhythm, I told everyone to keep their same jobs and just stay at it.

One hour passed like this, and then another and another. My muscles were beginning to scream at me from the repeated motion of lifting such heavy stones over and over into the carts, but I gritted my teeth and kept pushing.

If we wanted to keep taking granite that had already been mined, we wouldn’t be able to come back immediately. We would have to give the workers a chance to hew more stone for us before we returned, and this meant we might as well take advantage of getting as much stone as possible while we were here.

After about the fourth hour, I realized that in spite of our best efforts, it was beginning to look like someone had stolen large piles of granite. I thought there might be enough left to slip our theft under the radar, but we were capable of moving more granite than I had guessed.

“Okay, new plan,” I grunted. “Don’t worry about trying to be sneaky. The workers are going to be able to tell that someone has stolen their granite, but we don’t have a better option at the moment. We don’t have time to do our own mining tonight. We’ll just make sure we’re ready to take on guards next time.”

“It is possible that the workers will assume the granite was taken by monsters from the underdark,” Khara said.

“Technically, that’s true,” I replied.

“Yes, but they may be hesitant to upset us,” Khara continued. “Humans usually try to kill us, but in the past, some of them have left offerings at our cave entrances to beg us to spare their lives.”

“I wouldn’t bet on these workers leaving offerings instead of telling their bosses about us,” I said. “But I hope you’re right.”

We kept going, and Sawsaw and Abby kept returning to say that yet another getaway wagon was full. When there was only a little bit of one wagon left to fill, I sent Sawsaw and Abby back down the railway and told them that we would bring the last two rail cars ourselves.

By the time we finished sending the last of the granite down the chute, my muscles were so shaky that I could have collapsed right there and taken a nice long nap. I took a long drink of water from my canteen instead, offered a drink to my three wives, and then grabbed one of the handcarts to move it back inside the cave.

Before I had even taken it one step, Khara leaped toward me and grabbed my arm.

“Men!” the beautiful orc hissed.

I whipped around to see what Khara had spotted, and my stomach jumped into my throat.

A group of twelve guards had just reached the quarry gates, but one of them hopped down, unlocked the gates, and then drove his companions into the quarry. They were all in a single wagon that also carried a number of women, and based on their makeup and the way they were dressed, I guessed they must be prostitutes.

The guards and women were all laughing, and it didn’t take me long to figure out what was going on. These guards must have decided to blow off their duties for the night and hired these women to entertain them, and where better to be entertained than an empty quarry?

“Hell of a birthday, ain’t it?” one of the guards sneered to another one. “I told you it’d be fine to come here! Nobody ever passes by the fork this time of night, anyway.”

“Lucky for you, soldier,” one of the women giggled.

“Go!” I whispered. “Everybody take a handcart and get into the tunnel! I’ll cover our tracks.”

Ruby pushed one handcart inside the cave and popped back out a second later to grab another one. She moved as quietly as possible, and I hoped the guards might be too drunk to notice, but it seemed like their entertainment tonight was mostly going to be women, not liquor.

The moment Ruby started to push the second handcart into the cave, one of the soldiers bolted upright in the wagon.

“What the--” he started, and then his eyes locked onto mine. “Thieves! Stop, in the name of Duke Bellfrey!”

Every other soldier in the wagon turned toward us, and then every last one of them pulled their swords, ignored the screaming women, and vaulted out of the wagon to sprint toward us.

“Ah, shit,” I muttered.
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Chapter 18

“Fuck yes,” Khara panted. “Finally…”

We had about thirty seconds until the guards were on top of us. Time seemed to slow down as I tried to figure out the best way to play this, but there was only one thing that kept repeating itself in my mind.

We couldn’t let any of them live.

If any of the guards escaped, they would run right to Duke Bellfrey and blow the lid off our whole operation. Then all of our hard work would be for nothing, on top of the fact that it might put my family in danger. But if we fought them out in the open, we’d leave a trail of blood all over the gleaming white granite, and I didn’t think we’d be able to scrub it clean enough to erase all our tracks.

We would have to kill them in the tunnels.

I thought about all this in under a second, but it still barely gave me enough time to grab Khara’s arm and pull her back before she slaughtered all the guards single-handedly.

“Lead them into the cave!” I hissed as I pulled my buck knife out of its sheath with my free hand. “Kill them in the underdark!”

Khara purred like it was the sexiest thing I had ever said to her, and we all turned to scramble back into the cave. The guards behind us kept yelling about how we needed to stop and give up, but Nika just giggled and threw up her hands in mock surrender.

“Oh, no!” my goblin wife called. “I’m so scared, I hope the big bad guards don’t follow me into the cave!”

“Now’s not really the time for a dramatic performance,” I groaned.

The guards were no more than fifteen seconds from us now. Ruby dropped onto her hands and knees in front of the cave entrance, but she only got her shoulders through before she fell back out like something had slammed into her.

Sawsaw, Abby, and Canigo all suddenly tumbled out of the cave in a tangled heap of limbs like they had been catapulted to the surface. They struggled to separate themselves from each other, but I noticed that my two goblin sons had already drawn their weapons.

“Da, soldiers from fork!” Sawsaw gasped, but then he looked over my shoulder and saw the guards only ten seconds away from reaching us now.

“Tunnel, now!” I shouted.

My kids instantly crawled back into the cave and slid down the chute, followed closely by Ruby and Nika. The guards were so close now that Khara and I would never make it inside the tunnel without exposing our backs to their weapons, so I decided to give Khara an early gift for the baby.

“Buy us five seconds,” I told the beautiful orc.

Khara moved so fast that I couldn’t even tell what she was doing until it was over. Her left arm shot out to grab a soldier by the wrist, and she twisted it so hard that he cried out and dropped his sword. Then to my surprise, she simply slammed her foot into the back of his knees to drop him to the ground, swung his body around to drive the other men back a few paces, and disappeared into the tunnel with the screaming soldier in tow.

“It’s Crazy Ken!” one of the guards shrieked now that he finally saw me up close.

“Monster lover!” another soldier screeched.

They all looked fucking stoked that they might be the ones to earn a thousand gold if they killed me, but they looked equally terrified that they might not make it through our encounter alive.

“Catch me if you can!” I grinned and then darted into the cave.

By the time I slid down the chute and reached my family at the start of the railway, Khara had already disemboweled the soldier she had taken with her. His intestines were scattered across the cavern floor like he had spontaneously combusted, and blood from his torn throat had sprayed the far wall in a weirdly graffiti-like pattern.

“We heard laughter close to Torrance’s cave!” Abby panted. “We moved through the woods and saw a bunch of pretty women talking to the soldiers at the fork, and then they all piled in a wagon and drove to the quarry! We came to warn you!”

“That was awfully nice of you,” Nika said. “But it looks like the soldiers reached us first, anyway! I guess we will have to kill them! Oh, well!”

“Guards follow?” Canigo gripped his war hammer.

I glanced behind me at the cave entrance and was surprised that the soldiers hadn’t already crawled into the cave. Then again, the underdark was the scariest place in the world to the humans who lived on the surface, and it would take some big-ass balls for anyone to follow us down here.

Well, a hell of a lot of money would probably be a pretty good motivator, too.

“I guess they don’t want that reward of a thousand gold!” I called with a loud laugh.

“Out of my way, you lily-livered sad sacks!” a guard shouted from the surface. “They took Gyles, and you’re all gonna let them get away with it?”

“For Gyles!” another soldier growled.

“For Gyles,” Khara chuckled as she stood up from beside his body and wiped the blood from her lips.

I signaled for my family to retreat just far enough down the tunnel so we would be out of sight when the guards first entered the cave. I didn’t want them to see us all assembled and waiting for them, or they might suddenly change their minds and decide their own lives were worth more than a thousand gold.

As soon as we were hidden around the corner, I heard the guards charge down the tunnel after us. It sounded like a few of them managed to avoid the chute and just crawled in before they ran down the tunnel. But at least half of them slipped on the chute and tumbled head over ass all the way to the bottom.

“Abby and Sawsaw, you make sure none of them escape,” I growled.

Then we attacked before the guards even had a chance to stagger back to their feet.

I dashed around the corner and plunged my buck knife into the side of a soldier’s neck. Blood spurted out of his throat so fast that I didn’t have time to shut my lips before it spewed into my open mouth. I gagged and spat out a mouthful of blood, but Nika just cackled beside me.

“I knew you would make the very best goblin king, Ken Jewell!” Nika giggled and then jumped onto another guard’s back. “It is just as fun to taste their brains though, so do not forget to try those!”

I shuddered at the thought of tearing into some asshole’s brains with my teeth, but Nika had clearly gotten very excited by the idea of eating brains. She latched her teeth into the guard’s neck, ripped off a hunk of his flesh, and then drove her knife into his ribs at a weak point in his armor.

Once he stopped struggling against her, Nika scrambled a little higher up his back. Then the soldier dropped to his knees, and my goblin wife jerked back on his hair and sank her teeth into his skull like she was going to try to reach his brains with nothing but her teeth alone.

I tossed aside the man whose throat I’d punctured and glanced at the rest of my family fighting the guards.

Khara had draped one man over her shoulders like a pro wrestler. She spun him around so fast that the man’s eyes rolled back in his head like loose marbles, and then she picked him back up off her shoulders and threw the dizzy man into one of his companions.

There was a wheezing yelp as the men crashed down together in a heap of flailing limbs, and they struggled to reorient themselves before they finally got back on their feet.

The second they both raised their swords though, Khara laughed, roundhouse kicked one, and then fell on top of the second man with her long claws fully extended. Blood and chunks of flesh flew into the air every time her claws came down again, and I turned away to check on Ruby and Canigo instead.

My redheaded wife was holding her hatchet like a baseball bat, and I smiled to see Canigo right beside her with his warhammer already covered in some dickbag’s guts. Two soldiers rushed them at once, but Canigo just grinned and swung his hammer right at the ballsack of the soldier on the right. When the man screamed and clutched his crotch, Ruby rocketed her hatchet up to block the sword of the second soldier from crashing down on top of Canigo.

The soldier snarled and swung his sword again, this time at my ginger-haired wife. Her reflexes might have been slow compared to Khara, but they were still a hell of a lot faster than the reflexes of some human asshole. Ruby ducked to avoid the sword swinging toward her neck, and then she buried the blade of her hatchet into the soldier’s unprotected thigh.

And right into his femoral artery.

Blood geysered out of his wound into Canigo’s eyes, and the little gob flailed around with his warhammer. He crashed it into the bleeding man’s sternum, then tottered blind back over to the man whose balls he had already ruined.

“Swing left, Canigo!” Ruby called.

The redheaded dwarf woman meant for my son to swing toward his left to break the nose of the man with the crushed balls, but Canigo thought she meant to swing with his left hand. He was still trying to wipe the blood from his eyes, but he dutifully tossed his warhammer into his left hand and then gave it a swing. It collided with the bleeding man’s thigh, but this only sent another spray of blood into the air, and straight into the poor gob’s burning eyes.

“Eyes! Eyes!” Canigo wailed as he swung his hammer around and hit their other opponent in the crotch again.

“My balls!” the soldier shrieked.

“Mmgrrffff…” the bleeding soldier sighed something incomprehensible and then collapsed into a bloody pool.

Ruby laughed and jumped forward to help poor Canigo against the other guard, but I had seen enough to reassure me that they had things perfectly under control, so I turned back to face the tunnel entrance.

Half of the soldiers were busy trying to fight off Canigo and my wives, but the other half of the duke’s troops were still at the mouth of the tunnel, right where the railway began. I leaned back into the shadows enough to study them for a second, and I chuckled to myself when I saw two of the men try to retreat from the fight.

They didn’t know that Abby and Sawsaw had already slipped around the edge of the battle. Now they were stationed at the end of the railway to keep any soldiers from retreating back up to the surface, so when the two guards turned to run, they found themselves face to face with a grinning Sawsaw and innocent-faced Abby.

Without a second of warning, Sawsaw buried his hatchet into a guard’s skull. Then my son immediately ripped the weapon out and took a second swing that split the man’s head all the way down to his nasal bones. When the second retreating guard saw what was happening to his friend, he tried to slip past Sawsaw while my son was distracted by the fresh scent of brains, but Abby was on top of him before the soldier realized my little girl was a threat.

“Abby time!” the siren girl squealed like I had just surprised her with a soldier-shaped piñata for her birthday.

Then it was my turn to be surprised. I thought my little princess might sing a song to make the man’s flesh fall off his bones, but she started to hum instead, and it was so quiet that I barely heard her over the noise of battle.

I didn’t recognize the song, but when the man suddenly dropped his sword and swayed back and forth like he was in a daze, I had a pretty good idea what the effect of my siren daughter’s song was. She hummed a few more notes, but most of them were cut off by her own giggles.

Then Abby smiled, only her teeth looked totally different from normal.

They were all pointed like tiny daggers inside her mouth, and I remembered that I had seen her make this transformation once before when we attacked a group of werewolves a few months ago. She looked like a beautiful little piranha, and I felt myself glowing with pride when Abby sank her dagger-like teeth into the stunned soldier’s wrist.

The remaining few soldiers stared in horror at the goblin boy and siren girl guarding the exit. They realized there was no way to retreat now, so they shouted and tried to push forward again. Nika and Khara chased after them with so much excitement that it looked like they were playing tag at recess, only every time they tagged someone, the cave erupted with the sounds of snarling, biting, and horrified shrieking.

Then the guard captain plunged his sword toward Nika’s unprotected back, and I leaped forward from the shadows and grabbed the back of his leather armor. I pulled him back when his blade was only an inch away from the goblin woman’s green skin, but I instantly realized that I couldn’t simply gut the bastard with my buck knife.

His skin was as hard as stone.

I dropped the man’s armor in surprise, and he spun around to face me. His skin shimmered in the low light of the cave, as if every pore held a tiny glittering diamond, and I suddenly remembered that the humans of this world all gained magical abilities when they came of age.

“Not so tough now, are you?” the guard captain sneered as he raised his sword to advance on me. “Finally found a worthy opponent, eh?”

“And who would that be?” I grinned and looked around the cave, but I jumped back in time to avoid the first practice swing of his blade.

“Me, you idiot!” the guard captain replied. “My skin can grow as hard as stone whenever I want it to, and that means I’m impossible to kill!”

“That’s not entirely true,” I said, but before I could demonstrate what I meant, the sounds of fighting intensified all around me, and the hair at the back of my neck stood up like someone was right behind me.

Since I had eyes on all my family members, I shifted my grip on my buck knife and stabbed it backward. It sank right into someone’s stomach, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the guard captain to check my enemy. I twisted the knife a little deeper until a grunt of pain was followed by a thud behind me.

Then I had just enough time to pull my knife out of the enemy behind me before the guard captain attacked. He curved his blade toward me like a well-experienced swordsman, and for half a second, I thought about using one of my precious M17 bullets on the man’s diamond-hard skull.

But there was no guarantee that it would actually go through his head, and I couldn’t risk the chance that the bullet might ricochet off and injure one of my wives or children. Plus, we were all packed in so closely down here that if my aim was off even by a hair, it could be a colossal mistake.

So instead, I pivoted on the ball of my left foot and spun my body out of the reach of the guard captain’s sword just in time. He immediately carved it back along the same trajectory to try and catch me in the back, but I had already anticipated this.

I kept spinning until I made a full three hundred and sixty degree turn. His second swing missed me again, but the second of extra time gave me a chance to plan my next move. I wasn’t about to break my fist on his hard-ass skin, just like I wasn’t about to destroy any of my weapons when I knew they wouldn’t do anything against him.

I simply shoved him from behind as hard as I could.

He stumbled forward but kept his grip on his sword, and the brief breather let me look at the opponent I had stabbed in the stomach without even looking at him. He was at the guard captain’s feet now, but both the guard and I suddenly found ourselves staring in shock at the same thing.

It wasn’t another soldier I had stabbed.

It was a gray-skinned, red-eyed, well-muscled, and hella ugly orc.

“What the--” we both said at the same time, but my voice seemed to bring the captain back to the present.

He turned toward me with his skin still glittering, but he seemed almost as unsettled as I felt. The moment the captain saw me still armed with nothing but my buck knife though, he forgot about the orc and smirked at me again.

“Your knife might work on a monster like that,” the guard said and then adjusted his grip on his sword. “But I cannot be slain with a blade! I am invincible! I am unstoppable! I am--”

The buck knife flashed in my hand and cut him off mid-rant when I plunged it into his eyeball. While the guard captain had waxed poetic about how impossible he was to kill, he had also tilted his head back slightly as if he was challenging a god to find a way to kill him.

I might not be a god, but I was a good old-fashioned American soldier looking out for his wives and kids, and in the underdark, that seemed to be just as good.

The man shrieked like a stuck pig as I twisted my knife a little deeper into his eye socket, but when I couldn’t bury it any deeper, I pulled it out and thrust the blade into his other eye. I twirled the blade in his oozing eye like it was the agitator in a washing machine, and it pushed in so deep that I was pretty sure I was scraping brain matter.

“I don’t want to say I told you so,” I told the guard captain, “but, uh… told ya.”

The man dropped to his knees completely unconscious and probably only a hop, skip, and a jump away from death. And now that he was out of it, he wasn’t able to control his magic ability anymore. His skin was as soft as any other human’s.

My knife opened a horizontal trench across the width of his neck. Once I was sure that I had gone deep enough for him to bleed out in less than a minute, I pushed his body the rest of the way to the floor and jumped over him so I could crouch beside the orc’s body.

I had hoped my eyes were playing tricks on me, but sure enough, this dead asshole was definitely an orc and had to be one of the ugliest monsters I had ever seen. His nose looked like it had never properly finished developing, so it was just a hole in the middle of his face, and his beady red eyes were completely glazed over. Every inch of his skin was covered in grime, but his muscles were dense enough to tell me that this creature would have packed a hell of a punch if I hadn’t gutted him.

This orc must have crawled out of one of the side tunnels during the fray and tried to take me down from behind while I was distracted with the guard captain, but the unexpected sight of a monster made my heart jump into my throat.

I looked back up at the fight and sure enough, there were only a handful of soldiers left, but now there were twenty orc warriors in the fight, too. Half of these orcs were armed with nothing but their long claws, but I had seen Khara fight too many times. I knew better than to underestimate an orc without a weapon, and I didn’t assume any of the orcs were weaker than the others.

Seven of the creatures were still streaming out of one of the larger side tunnels straight toward Nika. Four were occupied with Ruby and Canigo, and five more were fighting the guards along with Shitter and Abby, but four were being dominated by Khara alone.

The beautiful orc warrior woman had never looked so sexy.

“I will not let them harm Clan Jewell, my husband!” Khara snarled, and then she body slammed another orc to the ground.

I wanted nothing more than to watch Khara smash the shit out of the ugly orc warriors like they were tennis balls, but I wasn’t about to let Nika face seven of these assholes alone.

Especially not when my goblin wife turned toward me and gave an excited wave.

“Ken Jewell, look!” Nika giggled. “The orcs found us!”

She said it with such glee that I almost wondered if she had sent out some kind of special underdark signal to all the orcs about how to find us, but I knew this was impossible.

At least, I was pretty sure it was impossible.

“Nika, look out!” I shouted as the muscled orc in the lead swiped his claws toward her chest.

I threw my buck knife across the dozen feet between us, and the old blade from my Army days didn’t disappoint. It stuck him squarely in the chest, but I stared in amazement when the orc simply pulled the knife out of his chest and threw it to the ground.

These orcs were going to be a hell of a lot harder to bring down than the human guards.

There was no more time to think about how or why the orcs were here. There was only time for me to jump over two dead guards, skid across a puddle of blood beside one of Ruby’s fallen opponents, and stumble forward to land right beside Nika just as the six other orcs caught up to their leader.

My hatchet was ready to meet them.

The axe blade bit into the bare stomach of one of the orcs, and I wondered if it was a matter of honor for these monsters to go without any protective armor. I pulled the hatchet back after it made a massive gash in the orc’s stomach, but the warrior simply stuffed his spilling intestines back into his abdomen, held his hand there to try to stop the bleeding, and swiped his other claws at my face.

I blocked his blow with the handle of my axe only seconds before the orc’s claws could act as a paper shredder on my face. His claws still bit into the wood and ripped off deep splinters, but I rammed the flat of the blade against his skull and forced him to retreat a step. Then I swung the axe up toward his wounded stomach hard enough to sink through every layer of muscle.

The second blow to his abdomen only slowed him down a little, but I rocketed my hatchet back up and unleashed it on his throat this time. The blade got stuck in his windpipe, and I couldn’t wiggle it deeper to sever his neck or pull it out to try again.

I placed my foot on his chest as leverage and ripped it out, but I had to pull back so hard that the back of the hatchet brained an orc who had snuck around behind me. He staggered into my back like he was seeing stars, but his claws still managed to grip my shoulders, and it sure as hell felt like he planned to sever my arms with nothing but his panther-like claws.

His grip sent such a searing pain down my arms that it was impossible to lift my axe again, and my knife was still lost somewhere on the floor, so I gave a swift front kick to the orc with the bleeding abdomen and throat in front of me, and his tumble back into his friends bought me a moment of time to take care of the asshole behind me.

I rocked my skull straight backward so fast that there was no time for the foul-smelling orc to react. The back of my head exploded in pain, but when the orc’s claws released their grip on my shoulders, I had a feeling the other guy looked even worse.

Then I whipped around and buried my hatchet in the top of his skull. I had to leverage my foot against this asshole’s chest too before I could rip the axe free, and I guessed orcs must be made from some hardy fucking stuff. Or maybe their muscles really were just that dense.

“Do you see my knife?” I shouted to Nika as I turned back to face the rest of the orcs and then immediately dropped to my knees to avoid an enemy’s curved sword.

“Yes, I will get it!” Nika called back.

“No, I don’t want you to--” But it was too late, and Nika was already on the move.

The goblin woman dropped to her stomach and dragged her knife across the back of one orc’s ankles. The blade bit deeply enough to snap his major tendons there, and he collapsed at the same time Nika sank her teeth into the back of another orc’s ankles. When this creature fell beside the other one, Nika chewed her mouthful of tendons, giggled happily to herself, and then army crawled across the cavern floor until she reached my fallen buck knife.

“I found it!” Nika cried. “I will throw it to you!”

“Shit, don’t throw it!” I said, but I had a feeling my goblin wife wasn’t going to listen to me anyway.

I stashed my hatchet in the brains of another enemy so I could turn and catch the buck knife, but I knew it would come too fast for me to grab it out of the air. She had scrambled to her knees now but took a quick break to use my blade like a prison shiv against both of the orcs whose ankles she had destroyed.

They crumpled into bloody heaps, and Nika jumped to her feet and hiked her arm back.

“Ken Jewell, catch!” the goblin woman called.

I ducked and picked up the closest orc I could find in a fireman’s carry. His claws immediately started trying to strip the flesh from my spine, and Nika released the blade a second later and sent it flying through the remaining orcs. Then I swung the angry orc I had picked up in the direction of her throw.

The buck knife buried itself in his ass, and the orc actually released his grip on my spine instead of sinking his claws deep enough to grasp my vertebrae. I yanked out the blade but plunged it back into the orc’s lower back half a dozen times until his whole body went limp over my shoulder.

“Stab them in the butts, stab them in the nuts, stab the mean old orcs in their mean old guts!” Nika called in a sing-song voice, but the next lyrics were lost when she sank her teeth into another monster’s forearm.

I threw the orc I’d just knifed to the ground and gave him a final few stabs in the eyes to make sure he was dead. Then I pulled out my hatchet from the other asshole’s skull where I had temporarily stashed it, and I turned to face the only remaining orc out of this bunch.

As much as I wanted to check on the rest of my family, this was the same son of a bitch who had ripped my knife out of his chest like it was nothing, so I wasn’t about to turn my back on him. Besides, Khara was so hopped up on pregnancy hormones and bloodlust that we probably all could have grabbed popcorn like it was family movie night and settled in to watch her rip them apart.

I knew Khara wouldn’t let anything happen to my kids or Ruby, and that meant I could give all my attention to the incredibly muscled, noseless, smelly orc warrior in front of me.

He opened his mouth and gave a terrifying war cry that made my blood run cold, and another war cry sounded from deeper in the tunnels around us. Before either of the yells died away, a third war cry answered them both, and I would have known that blood-curdling cry even in the pits of hell.

It was my brilliant, terrifying, beautiful, badass orc wife.

Khara’s war cry echoed off the walls around us, and even the orc in front of me seemed suddenly terrified to take another step forward.

I moved forward with my axe and knife raised, and the orc danced backward. I brought my hatchet down toward his skull with my left hand, but he grabbed a shaft of bone from his belt to block the blow. Then I swung my axe again, and this time, my right hand also brought my knife up toward the bastard’s stomach.

The shaft of bone blocked my hatchet, but my knife sank into his guts. Before I could twist the knife in any deeper, the orc was suddenly knocked flat on his back by a gray blur beside me.

“This one is mine,” Khara growled as she perched on his chest like a vulture about to rip the skin right off the fallen orc’s face. “He gave the war cry against one of his own. That means his life and death belong to me.”

“Great Kharazugelphi,” the orc spluttered beneath her. “You are a traitor to--”

Khara tore his tongue out with nothing but her claws before he could finish speaking. The orc screamed, but without his tongue, it sounded more like someone was trying to gargle with too much mouthwash. Blood poured out of the corners of his mouth while my orc wife held his tongue up high, but then she tossed it aside.

“So you may never speak foul words again,” Khara spat and then ripped off both the orc’s pointed ears. “So you may never enjoy the screams of your enemies again!”

“Holy shit,” I muttered and took a step back, but the brunette orc was already grabbing a sword from a fallen orc so she could cut off both of her prey’s hands in two quick hacks.

“So you may be helpless before your enemies, and you may never bring honor to the name of orc again through killing,” Khara snarled.

“Ooh, ooh, what about his eyeballs next?” Nika whispered.

“Or we could just chop off his fucking dick and be fucking done with it,” Ruby said from behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder to see that all the rest of our opponents were dead.

“He keeps his eyes,” Khara growled. “So he can see his death as it approaches.”

“Oh, that is a very nice point, Khara,” Nika chuckled. “You do what you think is best.”

“Yeah, I don’t think she needs help with this one,” I said as I eyed my orc wife’s victim.

The orc was bleeding so heavily that he should have passed out, but he kept struggling against Khara until she plunged the sword into the middle of his chest. She shoved it in so hard that his sternum cracked, but she pulled it out before she could break the blade off in his wound. Then the terrifyingly beautiful orc woman dug her claws into the deep wound until her hands were submerged in his chest up to her wrists, and she snapped his ribs with her bare hands.

Khara pulled out the orc’s quivering heart out of his completely still body. She stood up and turned to offer me the heart, and even with the blood of our enemies streaming down her forearms and chest, I thought she had never looked so sexy.

Or so completely terrifying.

“A gift for you, my husband,” Khara said.

“Uh… thank you.” I swallowed and accepted the heart from her, and I was relieved to find that it wasn’t still beating. “This is… a mighty gift, Khara. But our victory is shared with my other wives and children, and I think they should enjoy the heart, too.”

“Yes yes yes yes!” Nika bounced on her toes as she looked at the fresh heart with longing in her emerald eyes.

“Do whatever you think is right.” Khara nodded. “He is dead, and that is all I care about.”

“Knock yourself out, Nika.” I quickly handed the heart to my eager goblin wife. “But share some with our kids! They earned it.”

“Sawsaw! Canigo!” Nika called. “Abby too, if you want any!”

All my kids hurried forward to take a bite of the fresh orc heart, but Ruby’s cheeks inflated like she was about to blow.

“You don’t have to stay for this part,” I said as I grabbed Ruby’s hand and pulled her back into the main tunnel. “Help me get a headcount to make sure no guards or orcs escaped.”

“All the orcs and guards who attacked us are dead,” Khara said confidently.

“Let’s just do a quick count to be sure,” I replied.

“Uh, maybe count super loudly,” Ruby groaned. “Because if I hear Nika and the kids smack any louder on that heart, I’m gonna puke.”

“You should eat some orc heart, too,” Khara told the petite woman. “It strengthens the blood, and you could use a little extra strength during your pregnancy. This weak stomach of yours is concerning.”

“Yeah, I don’t think it will do me any good if I upchuck it as soon as I eat it,” Ruby answered. “I’ll just have to get my iron from somewhere fucking else.”

“That’s all twelve guards,” I announced when I finished counting. “Plus twenty dead orcs. We got them all.”

“Clan Jewell is the most powerful of all the clans!” Nika cheered as she came back over to join us. “Humans and orcs will cower in fear when they hear of our deeds here tonight.”

“Hopefully no one will hear about our deeds tonight,” I chuckled. “Shit, that means we’ve gotta go do something about those prostitutes before they blab about what they saw to the whole town.”

“The women with the soldiers are not the only ones who may talk about our deeds tonight,” Khara said. “Did you not hear the other war cry earlier?”

“Hurt ears,” Canigo said as he, Sawsaw, and Abby came over after they finished their portions of the fresh heart.

“I should have hurt his ears right back,” Abby said. “But I was busy trying to strangle a soldier with another guard’s vertebrae.”

“Oh, how did that go?” Nika gasped.

“I couldn’t get the vertebrae tight enough around his neck,” the little siren sighed. “But it looked amazing!”

“Sawsaw,” my oldest son agreed with a look of adoration at his little sister.

“Everybody hold on,” I said. “I did hear another orc war cry, Khara. But I was kinda hoping it was an echo or something. Are you saying there was another orc?”

“Yes, but he is long gone now,” Khara replied. “His war cry went up at the end, and that means he knew the battle could not be won so he was leaving to regroup and reassess.”

“Call me fucking crazy, but all orc war cries kinda sound the same to me,” Ruby muttered. “Except for yours, Khara! Yours is the most terrifying, obviously.”

“Thank you.” Khara’s cheeks flushed a deep blue.

“Sawsaw follow?” my son asked me.

“It’s too late,” Khara answered. “A group of orcs can be tracked, but one orc by himself is impossible to follow through the winding tunnels of the underdark.”

“Fuck me,” I groaned. “Also, we really don’t have time to track down an orc. We have to get rid of all these bodies, track down the prostitutes and keep them from talking, finish moving this last rail car of granite, finish loading it on the other end, and then drive home, all before sunrise.”

“Do not worry so much, Ken Jewell!” Nika said. “Your family is so amazing that we can handle anything! We handled the guards, we handled the orcs, and we will handle the granite, too!”

“I guess we’ll just have to stay super alert around the railway if the orcs know about it,” I said. “Are these orcs from your tribe, Khara? Is that why they attacked?”

“No, these do not belong to my tribe,” Khara answered.

“Thank god,” I muttered. “So it was just a coincidence that they attacked us here? It didn’t have anything to do with the granite or the railway or the fact that you left your tribe to join my clan?”

“That big mean orc did call you a traitor,” Nika said as she narrowed her eyes ever so slightly.

“Orcs do not care about granite or railways, just about finding me,” Khara said, and then she pointed to the orc whose tongue, ears, hands, and heart she had ripped out. “That is the chieftain of another tribe. He was one of the six who were vying for my hand in the trophy hunt.”

“Wait, what?” I asked.

“Ooo, yes, say it again!” Nika clapped. “That sounded very intriguing!”

“Khara, did you say he was one of six orc chieftains who were trying to marry you?” I sighed.

Nika clasped my arm as a giddy smile crossed her face. “Ken Jewell, I believe she also mentioned a trophy hunt… Oh! Is this the same trophy hunt you told us was just some contest among the most skilled orcs?”

“Yes.” Khara shrugged, but her confidence wavered ever so slightly under my stern gaze. “I, ummmm. My husband… well… I may not have been completely honest about what happened when the goblins captured me.”
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Chapter 19

“Shit, Khara!” I said. “You didn’t think it might be kind of important to be honest about something like that?”

“I did not think they would track me so quickly,” Khara answered and placed a bloody hand over her heart. “I am sorry, husband. I have underestimated our enemies, and it will never happen again.”

“Okay, we definitely need to talk about this,” I said. “But first, we’ve gotta try to stop those prostitutes before they run all the way back to Hamstead and raise the alarm.”

“We can chase them through the woods and hunt them down!” Nika suggested. “Their screams will be so delicious before we kill them.”

“And we can save the prettiest ones to be my maids!” Abby chimed in.

“Nobody’s killing any women,” I said. “Abby, do you think you could sing something that would call them all back to the quarry?”

“I could sing Mommy’s song of calming that she used on the big horse!” Abby answered. “It will at least be much easier to find them if they stop running away.”

“Okay, here’s what’s gonna happen,” I said. “Khara and Nika, you stay here with Sawsaw and Canigo. Ruby, Abby, and I are gonna go try to talk the women down and keep them from blabbing.”

“What if you cannot keep them from blabbing?” Nika bit her dark green lip in excitement. “Then can we kill them?”

“We’re not killing them.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “They didn’t do anything wrong. If I can’t find them and persuade them, then… ugh, I don’t know. I’ll make it up as I go along, I guess.”

“That is always the best plan!” Nika replied.

“Start to clean up the bodies,” I said. “We’ll need to dispose of the orcs somewhere in the underdark far away from the railway, and we’ll need to stash the guards’ bodies somewhere far away in the woods. Bring a few dead orcs to make it look like they were slaughtered by monsters from the underdark, but make sure you only bring ones that were killed by a blade. That’ll make it look like they were killed by the soldiers, just be sure to set it all up very far away from our caves. They’ll increase the number of guards once they find their bodies, but as long as our railway stays intact, it won’t affect us.”

“We will meet you at Torrance’s cave with the granite when we are done,” Khara said.

“Good, and then you can explain what exactly happened with that trophy hunt,” I said. “And why the chieftain of a different orc tribe was hunting you.”

“Yes, husband,” Khara sighed.

I hurried back up to the surface with Abby and Ruby, and when my ginger-haired wife breathed the fresh night air, her face took on its normal color.

“I like slaughtering our enemies as much as the next underdark woman,” Ruby sighed. “But I’ll be damned if my hormones aren’t making me super sensitive to every smell except for Matilda’s fucking cupcakes.”

“I see them!” Abby pointed to a spot in the trees past the iron quarry gates.

“Let’s move,” I said. “And start singing!”

Abby hummed as she skipped forward, but the little siren covered as much ground by skipping as Ruby and I did at a full run. My wife and I darted into the woods just before we reached the gates so we could go around them, but Abby skipped right through the gaps in the bars and kept going along the road.

When we made it past the gates, I saw the wagon with the women another fifty yards down the main road. We kept running after them, but the more Abby hummed, the slower the horses pulled the cart along. After we covered enough ground for there to only be a dozen yards between us and the women, Abby started to sing instead of just humming, and her clear voice filled the night with peace and calm.

“Stay behind the wagon,” I told Abby. “I don’t want them to see you.”

Abby nodded but kept singing until the horses came to a complete stop, and I raced forward to cut them off before anything could spook them. As soon as I reached the front of the wagon, I grabbed the reins of both horses, patted their shoulders, and looked at the women in the cart.

There were only seven of them, and now that I saw them up close, I realized most of them were probably only a few years older than Matilda. They all looked petrified underneath their layers of thick makeup, and I wondered if Abby’s song was mostly paralyzing them instead of calming them down. Hell, maybe it had only worked on the horses, and these women were just as scared as they were before.

“We’re not gonna hurt you,” I said as Ruby hurried forward to join me. “We just want to talk.”

The woman who had been driving the horses drew herself up tall in the front seat, even though her lower lip still trembled. Her eyes were dark blue, and long black hair spilled down over her shoulders in sharp contrast to her pale skin. She was doing her best to look brave, but she couldn’t hide how fast she was breathing since her cleavage rose and fell with each new inhale.

“But you’re Crazy Ken,” a younger woman behind her whispered. “You kidnap women in the middle of the night and feed them to your horde of monsters!”

“That is a fucking lie,” Ruby said. “Just look at him! Do you really think someone this muscular and this tall and this sexy would need to kidnap a woman? Uh-huh, no way.”

“That… does make sense,” the woman in the driver’s seat said as her dark blue eyes drank in every inch of my muscles.

“The only people I’m going to hurt are the people who try to hurt my family,” I said. “Those soldiers tried to kill me and Ruby here, so we had to kill them first. But we don’t want any trouble.”

“So you’re really not going to kill us?” a young woman whimpered from the back.

“That depends.” Ruby folded her arms across her ample chest. “Are you going to run back to Hamstead and tell everyone what you saw here tonight?”

“We didn’t see anything,” the woman with the deep blue eyes quickly said. “If anyone asks, I gave my girls the night off. We were never here.”

“Just like that?” Ruby raised her eyebrows.

“We’re used to forgetting things that we saw,” the woman replied. “It gives women in our line of work a longer lifespan if we’re not too observant.”

“And you’ll vouch for the silence of your girls, too?” I asked.

“One hundred percent,” the blue-eyed woman answered. “You look like a man of your word, Ken, and not at all like a grotesque, monster-loving, chaos-dealing outlaw.”

“Well–” Ruby started to clarify, but I nudged her with my elbow.

“So I’m going to trust you not to screw me over on this one,” the woman continued. “But no, we won’t say anything. We’re just as likely to be blamed for the deaths of the soldiers ourselves, so we’ll keep quiet.”

“Then take this as a token of my appreciation for your silence,” I said and handed over a bag of gold from my molle pack. “To split between you and your girls.”

The woman glanced in the bag, and her blue eyes went wide. “This… this is ours?”

“Consider it my way of saying thanks,” I said with a grin.

“Penelope,” the blue-eyed woman said. “My name is Penelope.”

“Thank you, Penelope,” I said. “It’s been real nice meeting you.”

“Maybe it won’t be the last time.” Penelope smirked. “I hope not, anyway.”

“What are you gonna do with the horses and wagon?” I asked.

“Oh, these belong to me,” Penelope answered. “They got really spooked back at the quarry, and I only just got them under control before you came along. We’ll use them to get back to town, but nobody will know where we went. We know when to keep our mouths shut.”

“I bet you know when to keep them open, too,” Ruby chuckled.

“Hell yes, we do,” the blue-eyed woman said with a wink.

I slipped my hand into Ruby’s and pulled her to the side of the road so Penelope could drive the horses forward again. As they disappeared down the road, the blue-eyed woman peered around the side of the wagon back at me, but she was too far away to read her expression.

“Are you sure they won’t talk, Daddy?” Abby pouted as she stepped out from behind a tree where she’d hidden herself.

“I’m sure,” I answered and watched the wagon disappear around a bend in the road. “I just paid them more gold than they probably earn in a year, but they probably would have kept quiet, anyway. Law enforcement tends to dislike prostitutes about as much as they dislike outlaws. We do better when we stick together.”

“Plus, they all thought your daddy was the most attractive man they’ve ever seen,” Ruby chuckled. “Did you see the looks of pure puppy love in their eyes?”

“I don’t know if I’d call it puppy love,” I laughed as I thought about the way Penelope’s hungry eyes had devoured me. “But I imagine they don’t run into many men who treat them like they’re human beings.”

“You’re a good man, Ken Jewell,” Ruby sighed.

I led my wife and daughter back to the quarry, and by the time we reached our cave entrance, the rest of my family had already finished most of the clean-up. The handcarts and chute were all stashed out of the way inside the tunnel, and all the rail cars except for two missing ones had been neatly organized to the side, too. The bodies of the guards and orcs were all gone, and every last severed limb or finger had also been picked up so the railway tunnel looked fucking spotless.

“Shit, they worked fast,” I said.

“Yeah, now where are they?” Ruby asked.

“We are right here!” Nika called as she came sailing around the corner on one of the missing flatbed rail cars.

Khara was pushing her along like she was Nika’s own personal steam engine, but Sawsaw and Canigo were nowhere to be seen. As soon as Khara and Nika stashed the rail car beside the others, my goblin wife hopped down, and I noticed a slight bloodstain on the bed of the car.

“Do not worry, Ken Jewell.” Nika slipped her hand around my bicep. “All the stinky bodies are gone. At least, all the parts we did not eat are gone. We used the railcar to move them all.”

“Sawsaw and Timber took the majority of the orc bodies down one of the side passages and dropped them off a canyon,” Khara said. “Torrance and Canigo are driving the soldiers’ bodies and a few orc corpses in Charlie’s cart somewhere far away in the woods that the quartermaster says will be a good dump site.”

“Torrance is just the gift that keeps on giving,” I chuckled. “What about the granite?”

“Shitter is overseeing the last load as they pull it up into the wagons,” Nika answered. “Our family is so amazing and impressive! You have done such a good job raising strong goblin sons and a brilliant siren daughter, Ken Jewell. I cannot wait to give you another girl to raise with Abby!”

“I’m getting a sister!” Abby danced around like Nika might go into labor right then and there.

“How did it go with the women?” Khara asked. “I do not smell fresh blood on you, so I assume they did not require killing.”

“Oh, he charmed the pants off of them, obviously,” Ruby said.

“They were not wearing pants.” Khara frowned. “They wore dresses, very low-cut ones that showed off their large breasts.”

“It’s a figure of speech,” Ruby giggled. “It means our incredible husband made them all fall in love with him.”

“How wonderful!” Nika clapped. “Will we be having some human women join our clan soon, Ken Jewell?”

“They’re not exactly the marrying kind,” I snickered and then explained what had happened.

“You are the very best of men,” Nika sighed. “We are so lucky to be a part of Clan Jewell, and I am sure that is what this beautiful Penelope was thinking, too.”

“Thanks for getting everything cleaned up so fast,” I said to steer the conversation back on track. “We should be good to go on this end, so let’s head back to Torrance’s cave and rejoin the others. And on the way, Khara can explain why the chieftain of another orc tribe was trying to kill her.”

“Yes.” Khara nodded. “I do have some things to explain.”

We started off at a jog through the tunnel, but I quickly scooped up Abby so she could ride on my back as we made our way back to the rest of the family.

“You said the goblins caught you on a trophy hunt,” I reminded Khara. “You said all the most skilled orcs were trophy hunting for the top prize, and you had snagged a balor. Now you’re telling me that there were six orc chieftains in this hunt who were all trying to marry you?”

“Before I was captured by the goblins, the chief of every major orc tribe wanted to marry me,” Khara explained. “I am the most powerful, most beautiful, and most skilled orc woman of all the tribes. I am also the daughter of the most powerful orc chieftain.”

“Wait, you’re a fucking orc princess?” I sighed.

“No, I am the first battle-daughter of the chief,” Khara answered.

“Sooo… a princess,” I repeated.

“Perhaps this is how humans understand these things.” Khara shrugged.

“Can you believe you found two such amazing, beautiful, underdark princesses like me and Khara?” Nika sighed. “You really are a magnet for sexy monster women, Ken Jewell.”

“Apparently.” I smirked. “Back to your story, Khara. I’m not surprised that every orc in the underdark wanted to marry you, but what does this have to do with the trophy hunt?”

“Only the orc chieftains were participating in the trophy hunt,” Khara replied. “Whoever killed the most outrageous creature would win the prize, and the prize was that they would get to fight me for the right to marry me.”

“Then why were you competing in this trophy hunt yourself?” Ruby asked.

“Ah.” Khara cleared her throat. “That is why the dead orc called me a traitor. I was so unimpressed with all of my idiot suitors that I just decided to slaughter my own outrageous creature in this trophy hunt. It would be better than any monsters those inferior chieftains would be able to kill. I would outhunt them in their own competition, and then I wouldn’t have to fight any of them for the right to marry me.”

“I can’t imagine the orc chieftains took that news well,” I said.

“No, they were quite unhappy,” Khara agreed. “I could not have committed a bigger insult against my own people, but I did not want to marry any of those ugly, stupid, selfish suitors. They did not care about me, anyway. They only wanted to claim me as a prize.”

“It is a good thing Ken Jewell found you!” Nika said. “And a very good thing that he won his fight against you! Now you have the handsomest, smartest, most selfless, and amazing husband in the world! And now you have felt the power of the amazing orgasms he--”

“Hey, no more talk like that in front of Abby,” I quickly interrupted. “So, what happened after the trophy hunt started?”

“That all happened like I told you,” Khara answered. “I was mostly honest with you, husband. I killed the balor, and I would have won the contest if the goblins had not captured me while I was taking a shit. But when I won, it would have been the final insult to all the orc tribes, and they probably would have hunted me down next and punished me with death for such an insult to their honor.”

“What would you have done?” Ruby whispered.

“I would have challenged them each to a death match, one by one, until I killed every last one of them,” Khara replied.

“But then the goblins got you first,” I muttered.

“Can’t you just challenge them all to a death match now?” Nika asked.

“No, the orcan honor code has strict rules about timing,” Khara answered. “I did not issue any challenges close enough to the time of my insult. Now I am fair game to any orc who decides to hunt me.”

“I guess they picked up your trail, and that’s what they’re doing now,” I said.

“It certainly seems like it,” Khara agreed.

“So every single orc tribe in the underdark will be looking for you?” Ruby asked. “Not just your army of two thousand orcs?”

“Correct,” Khara replied.

“Maybe your army would help us fight against all the other orcs!” Nika said. “You are their fearsome general, are you not?”

“No,” Khara said shortly. “I insulted the very name of orc by going against our traditions. They will want to hunt me down as much as all the rest of the tribes, especially since my father will now be in command of my troops.”

“Awesome,” I groaned. “I thought it was bad that your own army might be hunting you down, but now you’re telling me it’s every orc in the underdark?”

“Yes.” Khara swallowed hard and then gave me a very uncharacteristic meek smile. “Are you… upset with me, husband?”

“It’s just a lot to process,” I answered. “And it doesn’t make me feel great that some of these orcs found us during our robbery tonight. I don’t know how many of them know about us or exactly how much they know. I just feel like I have more questions than answers at the moment, and that doesn’t fill me with confidence.”

“But think about all the granite we have now, silly!” Nika said. “If the orcs try to attack our home, they will break their skulls open on our hard stone walls!”

“Nika, you know I love you, but--”

“I love your butt, too!” the excited goblin woman interrupted me.

“But,” I continued, “we only got the first load of stone tonight. We’ll still need to make around fifteen more trips before we have enough granite for the whole wall, and then we still have to build the damn thing.”

“It will not take you as long as you think,” Nika reassured me.

“Oh, yeah?” I smiled at the sexy green woman’s optimism in spite of my worries. “And why is that?”

“Because you are going to get more wives from the underdark!” Nika giggled. “They will be very strong and smart, and they will give you lots of strong and smart babies. Then we will finish building the wall in no time, and we can start on the castle! You will like it, you will see.”

I was about to argue with my goblin wife about how much time all of that would still take, on top of the fact that I had no idea what the orcs knew or how many of them had an idea of our location. But there wasn’t really any point at the moment. Right now, we just needed to finish loading up the wagons and get home before the first sun rose.

“I am sorry that I did not tell you the full truth earlier,” Khara said and sent me a solemn look. “I brought shame on my people, and I did not want to admit how much I insulted their honor.”

“No offense, babe, but I don’t give a shit about the honor of the orcs,” I said. “Plus, they’re not your people anymore. We are.”

Before we could say anything else, we came around the corner and reached the end of the railway. The nearly empty rail car was parked below the cavern shaft, and Blink was supervising the last block of granite as it was hauled up from the underdark.

I climbed up to the top of the shaft to assess the loading of the wagons, but my sons and Torrance had done a perfect job. Every sturdy oak wagon was filled with even layers of gleaming white granite blocks, and now each pair of draft horses stood ready to depart, along with the single draft horse who stood alone.

I glanced at the sky to check the time, but it was impossible to see any stars through the thick canopy of trees. Still, I guessed we had been out here most of the night, so the sooner we left for home, the better.

“You guys have really outdone yourselves,” I told my sons. “You’ve all definitely earned yourselves some sheep tonight.”

“Sheep sheep!” Shitter cheered.

“Sheep sheep,” I agreed with a nod.

While we waited for Torrance and Canigo to get back from dumping the guards’ corpses in the woods with a handful of stabbed and slashed-up orcs, I made one more quick trip to run the last empty rail car back to the cave entrance inside the quarry. I double-checked that there were no signs of us in the quarry itself, and I also made sure the entrance to our cave was nice and blocked.

The amount of granite we had stolen was impossible to hide, but it might take the humans a while to figure out what was happening. They would blame human error at first until that explanation no longer held up, and then they might blame human thieves until that no longer made sense, either.

The last thing they would want to admit was that monsters from the underdark might be stealing their granite. Villagers thought all monsters were stupid and scary, and they wouldn’t want to acknowledge that monsters might actually be really intelligent.

It would make them seem that much more terrifying.

Then again, they might just blame everything on Crazy Ken and be done with it, but I would be careful. I would make sure they didn’t catch us, and I would make sure we could keep robbing the quarry for a long time to come.

When I came back from stashing the last rail car, Torrance and Canigo had also returned with Charlie.

“We put all their bodies off the side of the road to the northeast,” Torrance told me. “We made it look like they followed something up that road instead of the road to the quarry and then got ambushed. Some of their bodies are at the edge of the road, but we put some of them deeper in the woods.”

“Looks like battle,” Canigo confirmed. “Very careful.”

“We did place them really carefully so it looked like a real fight,” Torrance agreed.

“Thank you,” I told the old man. “I know body disposal wasn’t on the agenda for you tonight, but I appreciate your help.”

“At this point, I kinda just figure that comes with the territory.” Torrance waggled his bushy eyebrows at me. “Am I wrong?”

“No, you’re spot-on, as usual,” I laughed. “Now, if we’re all loaded up and ready to go, let’s get the fuck out of here!”

Ruby had already helped camouflage the crane pulley system again, so all we had to do was climb up into the wagons. Torrance, Shitter, Canigo, Blink, and Timber each drove one of the wagons weighed down with granite, and Sawsaw rode with Timber to help him steer.

I drove Charlie’s wagon with Nika, Abby, and Ruby all piled into the back of the cart. Khara sat up front with me on the driver’s bench, and once we were all in position, I signaled for Torrance to begin leading us home through the woods. I brought up the rear of our little caravan, and Charlie tossed his mane proudly like he was the biggest horse in the whole bunch.

We drove as quickly and quietly as we could through the forest. I knew the trees were extra cover from any prying eyes, but the woods still made me nervous. It might be harder for our enemies to see us in the trees, but it was also harder for us to see them.

I was a little nervous when we started since there wasn’t any kind of clear path through the woods, but Torrance guided us along so beautifully that we might as well have been driving down a state highway. It was obvious the old man had spent a lot of time in this forest before, and I wondered what kind of activities he had gotten up to in his youth.

For one thing, he knew his way around these woods pretty well, but just as importantly, he was the one who told us about the cave entrance up here in the first place. Maybe he and his friends had used it to hide some kind of contraband back in the day. At least, I wouldn’t be surprised if that was the case.

Torrance might be a steady family man now, but most humans wouldn’t have willingly come within a hundred yards of an underdark entrance. He had definitely used this cave in the past, otherwise there was no reason for him to know about it.

But then, I already knew Torrance wasn’t like any of the other villagers. He had saved me from a bunch of creepy-ass sharks when I first landed on this planet, and he had taken me without question into his home. Even after the villagers labeled me a monster lover and tried to hunt me down, Torrance had stuck by me in spite of all the death threats, the daily punishments, and the constant destruction of his crops.

He was good people, so the fact that he knew his way through this forest so well seemed about right. It was just one more reason I was so glad I’d brought him and his family to live with us.

I glanced back at one point to check our tracks, but it wasn’t as obvious as I thought it would be. The wagons were so heavy that I thought their wheels might dig trenches behind us, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if every fern had been crushed in our path.

But Torrance had led us along a path with the least amount of shrubs and underbrush, so our wagon wheels mostly rolled over pine straw and dead leaves. A few small ferns were broken or crumpled along the sides of our path, but the forest floor itself barely looked dented by our travel.

I would have to remember to ask Torrance to make subtle road signs for our future trips, since I didn’t plan to put the old man in danger every time we made another quarry run.

When we reached the southern border of the forest, I breathed a sigh of relief as we entered the open hills again. But any sense of relief was quickly stamped down by the fact that the stars along the eastern horizon had vanished, and the sky was ever so slightly lighter in that direction.

We had less than an hour before first sunrise, but it would be light sooner than that.

“Let’s move!” I called.

“Ken?” Khara whispered after we all started forward again at a trot.

I glanced over at her and was struck by how beautiful the orc warrior looked in the dim pre-dawn light. Then I noticed that her little fangs were pressed into her upper lip, and she looked more worried than I’d ever seen her before.

“Are you still mad?” Khara asked so softly that my other wives couldn’t hear her.

“I’m not upset with you, babe,” I sighed and then reached over to clasp her hand. “I just wish you had told me sooner, that’s all. No more secrets, okay?”

A look of complete relief swept over her face, and it made her gray cheeks blush so blue that I knew I could never really be mad at my beautiful, brilliant warrior wife.

“I promise,” Khara said as she gave me a little fanged smile that made my heart skip a beat. “I am very honored to be your woman and a member of Clan Jewell.”

“And we’re honored to have you,” I said.

Then Khara’s claws suddenly extended straight into my palm.

I howled in pain, but when I tried to jerk my hand back, she only sank her claws in deeper and punctured her other claws into the wood of the driver’s bench beside her.

Then Khara gave such a loud growl mixed with a roar mixed with a scream that anyone within a mile could have heard it.

“Khara, what the--” I started.

“The baby!” Khara gasped and then roared again like a mountain lion. “It’s coming now!”
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Chapter 20

“What?” I hissed.

“She said the baby is coming now!” Nika repeated loudly.

“But you’re not due for another month!” I said, as if that would actually change the fact that Khara was going into labor out here in the open on our long drive home.

“Tell that… to the… baby!” Khara gasped.

“Ruby, reins!” I shouted.

The petite redhead scrambled up to the front seat and took the reins from me. As soon as she was in position beside me, I scooped up the growling orc warrior with one arm since her claws were still buried in my left hand. I stumbled into the back of the wagon and nearly tripped over the back of the driver’s seat when Khara sank her claws in a little deeper.

“Mmmmffffuck,” I growled out in pain.

Even though it felt like she was about to reach bone, she was like a cat who didn’t know where else to let out her aggression, so I couldn’t be too mad. But I could at least do something to get her claws out of my damn palm before they did permanent damage.

“Lay her down here!” Nika pointed at the bottom of the wagon, like we had another option. “I do not know anything about orc births, but so far, they sound terrifying!”

“Khara, you’ve gotta let me go so I can help you!” I said through gritted teeth.

“Gaaahh!” Khara groaned, and she roared again so loud that it gave the wagon an extra rattle, but she still didn’t retract her claws from my palm.

“Da?” Sawsaw called from the wagon in front of ours.

“Khara’s going into labor!” Ruby shouted back to my son. “Speed up the horses if you can, or she’s gonna call the whole village of Hamstead down on top of us!”

Sawsaw relayed the orders to the rest of the wagons in front of him, and Torrance was the first one to kick the draft horses into high gear. They couldn’t break into a full gallop with such heavy loads, but they did at least move at a faster trot that would hopefully get us out of hearing range of Hamstead before we raised every possible alarm.

I glanced at the distant lights of Hamstead to our left, and suddenly they didn’t seem so distant anymore. It would only take one town crier to hear something suspicious and rouse every able-bodied man to arms and then into the hills. We could outrun any assholes on foot, but if the duke sent any cavalry after us, we’d be fucked.

Shitter, Canigo, Blink, and Timber all made their draft horses move faster after Torrance, and Sawsaw gave me an encouraging thumbs up from beside Timber. Then Charlie immediately started to run faster after the draft horses even before Ruby flicked the reins at all. The hills flew by, and the forest started to turn into a thin dark line behind us, and I thought maybe we had a prayer of making it home before the baby came.

Then Khara’s claws retracted and extended again before I could pull my hand back.

“Fucking fuck, woman!” I shouted.

“Drop it!” Nika slapped the back of the orc warrior’s hand.

The brunette orc actually released my hand, and I jerked it back.

Blood oozed out of my palm and dribbled down my forearm, but at least my tendons all still felt intact. The rest would heal, and without the searing pain in my hand, I felt like I might have a chance at helping Khara now.

“Shit!” I swore. “What do we do? What do you need, Khara?”

Khara didn’t answer. Instead, she flung herself toward the front of the wagon with her teeth bared like she was planning to attack Charlie and feast on his raw flesh. The snarling orc crawled forward on all fours across the jostling wagon, and every time we hit a bump that sent her flying sideways, it also knocked me backward along with Abby and Nika.

We were all trying to grab Khara and hold her still so we could figure out the next steps in our improvised birthing plan, but Khara’s red eyes glowed with the same crazy light they always did whenever her hormones were out of control. Each time she got knocked down, she scrambled back up to all fours, and she crawled even faster back toward the front of the wagon.

Then I realized she wasn’t going after Charlie.

She was going after Ruby.

The feisty redhead was so focused on guiding Charlie along the smoothest path possible that she wasn’t paying any attention to the snarling, snapping orc behind her. Abby kept trying to sing a few notes of a song to help calm Khara, but she got thrown off and had to start all over again whenever the wagon hit a bump and threw her down again. Nika kept her feet better than any of us, so it looked like she was surfing a wave instead of trying to stay upright in a rough wagon, but Khara was making too much progress too fast for the goblin woman to keep up with her.

“Ruby!” I struggled to my feet and half-stumbled, half-slid across the wagon after Khara. “Fucking hell!”

“I’m going as fast as I can, thank you very much,” the redhead shouted without turning around. “If you think you can go faster, then you get up here and drive it yourself!”

Khara growled and leaped into the driver’s seat beside her. Ruby yelped and leaned as far as she could to the left to avoid the first snap of Khara’s jaws, but she pulled left on Charlie’s reins at the same time, so the whole wagon suddenly veered sharply in that direction.

The orc warrior woman might have slid completely off the wagon to the right if she hadn’t instantly buried her claws in the wood of the driver’s seat. She clung on tightly though, and when she started to reach for Ruby with one hand, the small woman shrieked and batted her hand away.

“Don’t make me use a fucking hammer on you!” Ruby shouted.

“The baby just needs a little taste!” The crazy light in Khara’s red eyes flared, and she fell on top of Ruby.

Ruby elbowed and scratched while Khara kept trying to sink her teeth into the petite redhead. Somehow, my dwarven wife was able to keep her grip on Charlie’s reins, and she held Khara off long enough for me to make my move.

Khara was so distracted with trying to eat Ruby that I was able to reach the front of the wagon without calling any attention to myself. I managed to stay upright when the wagon hit another bump, and then I reached into the driver’s seat and yanked Khara back by her thick brunette hair.

“What… did I say?” I demanded as I struggled to pull her back into the bed of the wagon. “No… fucking… biting!”

I wrestled her into the bottom of the wagon and quickly reversed our positions so I was on top and could pin her shoulders to the ground. She might be about to have a baby, but I didn’t want her to accidentally injure or kill any other members of my family in the process.

“But the baby is hungry!” Khara growled, and then she gnashed her teeth and clutched her stomach.

“You okay, Ruby?” I called.

“Uhhh… yes?” Ruby answered. “Abby, can’t you sing that calming song you used on the prostitutes?”

“I’m trying, but I don’t think I have enough energy left for it,” Abby said. “It’s harder to sing calming songs, anyway. It’s much easier to sing songs of murder and terror and death and--”

Khara growled like Abby was giving her a pep talk designed just for her. The last thing I needed was for Khara to have even more motivation behind her pregnant, violent impulses, so I cut my siren daughter off as quickly as I could.

“That’s okay, princess,” I told her. “You’ve been away from the water for a long time, you fought a whole bunch of humans and orcs tonight, and you used your song on those women. Just get up front with Ruby, okay?”

“Okay, Daddy!” Abby crawled her way to the front of the wagon and managed to pull herself up beside the redheaded woman.

“Nika, you come and help me!” I said, but then I had to direct all my attention back on Khara when she tried to hook her legs between mine and flip me over. “Not so fast, babe.”

Khara howled, and somewhere in the far distance, a dog or maybe a wolf took up the howl and repeated it like it was a sacred oath. Another dog echoed the howl after that, and then the whole countryside seemed to erupt in howls that made the hair along my spine stand straight up.

“Dammit!” I struggled against Khara as she kept trying to throw me off, but Nika hurried over to try and hold the orc woman’s legs still.

“How much longer until we are home, Ken Jewell?” Nika gasped.

“Too long!” I panted. “Hell, I know you said the baby was probably coming early, but by a whole month? That’s insane! What if it’s too early, and it’s weak or--”

“When orc babies come early, it means they are stronger!” Khara threw her head back and roared like a lioness.

“You have very, very strong seed, Ken Jewell!” Nika said. “It is no wonder you have made such a strong half-orc, half-human baby with Khara!”

Khara suddenly twisted underneath me and then slammed her head up into my forehead. My vision exploded with stars, and my ass hit the wood before my eyes came uncrossed and I could see clearly again. Khara had gotten back up onto her hands and knees, but Nika still had her hands wrapped tight around one of the orc woman’s ankles.

My goblin wife kept trying to pull Khara back from the front of the wagon like she was playing tug of war, only her opponent was a ferocious snarling orc who wanted nothing more than to devour the tiny redhead in the front seat.

“How is the pain making you stronger?” Nika gasped and almost lost her grip on the orc woman.

“Orcs thrive on pain!” Khara growled, but then she collapsed for a second when another contraction hit her.

“Dwarves thrive on not being eaten!” Nika countered, and she threw herself forward in the wagon.

The green-skinned woman hooked her fingers inside Khara’s short shorts instead of around her ankle. The goblin pulled the larger woman back into the wagon bed, but she wasn’t strong enough to tackle a violent orc in the middle of her contractions. Instead, Nika just climbed on top of Khara’s face and just sat there to try to calm her down.

The orc’s snarls were just as furious, but at least they were good and muffled by Nika’s ass.

“Shit,” I muttered and shook my head to clear the last of the stars that were dancing across the wagon.

Then I crawled across the wagon toward Khara and Nika, but Nika was doing an impressive job gripping Khara’s face with her thighs. The orc woman’s arms and legs thrashed in every direction, but Nika dodged every blow from the other woman’s claws and still managed to keep her seat on her face.

“You can’t actually suffocate her!” I panted when I reached both women.

“If she is unconscious, she cannot eat Ruby!” Nika defended herself.

“She’s about to give birth, Nika!” I groaned. “You can’t just choke her out! What if--”

Khara suddenly went limp underneath Nika.

The goblin woman scrambled off her face as quickly as she could, but the moment she was no longer on top of Khara, the orc warrior gave us both a fanged grin and then sprang back up onto all fours.

“That is a goblin trick!” Nika gasped as she lunged for her again. “That was not very orc-like of you at all!”

“Pregnant orcs cannot be trusted,” Khara growled, but another contraction rocked her body before she was able to go after Ruby again.

In the two seconds that Khara was doubled over in pain, Nika snuck around behind her while I staggered toward her from the front. When my goblin wife grabbed the orc woman’s left arm, I grabbed her right arm, and we both wrestled her back into the bottom of the wagon.

Khara roared again and tried to bite both our wrists where we held her down, but she couldn’t quite reach our skin from where she was pinned against the wood.

“Just hang in there!” I shouted. “We’ll be home soon, and then Calli can help you!”

“Does she know anything about the orc birthing process?” Ruby called over her shoulder.

“Probably not!” I answered. “But she could at least keep her from killing us before the baby comes!”

“My sibling is going to be so powerful!” Abby gasped. “Look at how very violent and angry Auntie Khara is! I have never seen her look more beautiful!”

This praise brought a strange mixture of a purr and a snarl from the orc, and I sent her a reassuring nod.

“You’re doing really good,” I told Khara. “Just a little longer, and we’ll be home!”

“Home,” Khara repeated as she closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

Just when I thought we might actually be getting somewhere, another contraction swept through Khara’s body. She howled again, and the blood-chilling sound spooked Blink’s horses in front of us.

The draft horses went totally rogue and started running west like they were planning a long gallop toward Mer Bay, and nothing that Blink did seemed able to pull them back on track. The granite in the back of his wagon slid and crashed from one side to the other, and every time the cart’s center of gravity was thrown off again, Blink bounced back and forth across the seat like a little green pinball.

“Blink, what are you doing?” I shouted.

“Sawsaw on it!” my eldest said from the wagon just in front of us, and he stood up beside Timber.

“Are you crazy?” I demanded. “You can’t make that jump!”

“Gob needs heeeeelp!” Sawsaw called back, and then he patted Timber on the shoulder.

Timber jerked the reins hard to the right, and half the granite blocks slid and crashed into the other side of the wagon. If the vehicle had been made by anyone except for Ruby, the heavy stone might have broken right through the side. But it stayed intact even as the draft horses picked up speed and started to run completely out of Timber’s control.

I didn’t think this had exactly been in Sawsaw’s plan, but my goblin son stayed upright in the front of the wagon until they were close enough to Blink’s vehicle for him to make the jump. Then as the horses bucked and went full throttle, Sawsaw leaped across the distance between wagons and crashed down hard into the back of Blink’s.

“Sawsaw!” I shouted when he didn’t pop up right away.

The eldest gob swayed unsteadily to his knees a second later, but other than a bloody chin that would probably swell to twice its size before second sunrise, Sawsaw seemed okay. He tottered toward the front of the wagon, took the reins from Blink, and slowly started to steer the horses back onto our southern route.

Timber corrected the course of his wagon too, but Shitter and Canigo now seemed confused about which direction they were supposed to guide their horses. Shitter went left, Canigo went right, and Torrance called after both of them to just stay right behind him.

“Follow Torrance!” I shouted in case my sons couldn’t hear the old man.

“Ohhh!” Khara gasped. “Ohh nooo, not yet!”

“Not yet what?” I demanded.

“The birthing is about to get a lot more violent,” Khara hissed, and then she laughed like she had suddenly turned into a homicidal Harley Quinn.

In the time it took for me to blink, the orc warrior woman slipped out of mine and Nika’s grips, pulled my hatchet out of my belt, and took a wild swing at the floor of the wagon. The sturdy wood splintered, but it was thick enough that she hadn’t immediately chopped a hole in the wagon bed.

At the sound of her beautiful wagon splintering, Ruby screamed loud enough that Khara might as well have chopped the whole damn thing in half.

“Not my fucking wagon, you maniac!” Ruby screeched.

Now it was Charlie’s turn to freak out at Ruby’s scream. Our wagon suddenly pitched forward as our horse sprinted down the steepest part of a hill instead of following the more gradual descent that Torrance and the other getaway carts took.

“Shiiiiiiit!” I belted.

Ruby completely let go of the reins so she could grab Abby before the little siren tumbled head-first out of the wagon, but that only made Charlie dash forward even faster. The wagon groaned as we hit every single bump on the hill, and it felt like the wheels might pop off completely before we reached the bottom.

Meanwhile, Nika gasped with delight at every violent bump that sent her bouncing around on her ass, and I let out a constant stream of curses I just hoped Abby couldn’t hear.

Then the terrain evened out a bit, but that didn’t slow Charlie down at all.

Khara seemed completely oblivious to the chaos of the runaway wagon, though. She only had eyes for the hatchet in her hand that she raised and then brought down a second time like an executioner. This time, it splintered a bigger chunk of wood, and this made Ruby scream again, and that made Charlie neigh even louder and sprint so fast that it seemed like he might break free from the cart.

“Get Charlie!” I shouted to Ruby as I slid ass-first across the wagon toward my crazy axe-wielding orc wife.

“I’m trying!” Ruby threw Abby up over one shoulder and kept her in place with one hand, and her other hand fumbled around to find the reins from wherever she had dropped them.

“Bet you can’t hit me, Khara!” Nika taunted the orc woman as she splayed her arms and legs to keep her balance.

“Bet I can,” Khara growled and swung the axe at my goblin wife.

It was a hard enough swing that it would have chopped her arm off if Nika hadn’t slipped out of the way in time. Khara immediately swung the axe again, but the cart pitched forward over another bump again, and Nika tumbled across the wagon bed before Khara could hit her.

“Are you fucking crazy?” I demanded. “She’ll kill you!”

“In case you haven’t noticed, I am very fast, Ken Jewell!” Nika giggled and then rolled out of the way of another axe swing. “The more she swings at me, the less she swings at the wagon! Then she will not break it, and we will not crash!”

“That sounds like a great plan!” Ruby called.

“Not if Nika ends up on the business end of my hatchet!” I said.

As crazy as Khara was right now, I still couldn’t use any weapons on her since I could really hurt her or the baby. This was about to turn into one hell of a wrestling match instead, only the stakes were a lot higher than any of our previous fights.

When Khara swung at Nika again, the goblin woman ducked out of the way, but the axe still crashed into the wooden floor of the cart. Ruby cried out like she was the one who got hit, Nika darted forward and tapped Khara on the shoulder from behind to try to distract her, and I glanced behind us just long enough to make sure that no villagers were after us.

The coast was clear, and Hamstead was no longer in sight on the northern horizon. But to the east, the sky was growing even lighter above the green hills, and this meant we didn’t have a lot of time to make it back before a stray farmer or traveler saw five wagons full of stolen granite, plus an extra wagon with a crazy pregnant orc trying to kill her friends and husband.

“How much longer?” I shouted.

Sawsaw passed on my message to Canigo, who passed it on to Shitter, who passed it on to Torrance, and then they played the same game of telephone backward.

“Fifteen!” Sawsaw called.

“Fuck me!” I felt like someone had just slapped me across the face.

It already felt like we had been in the wagon for hours, but somehow we were supposed to keep this up for fifteen more minutes? Even when we got home, it wasn’t like I had the clearest plan of what to do next. I just hoped Calliope would be able to help us, and at least then we’d be hidden from any humans who might be in the hills north of our home.

“Oh, Ken Jewell! Fucking you just might work!” Nika clapped her hands and then ducked again to narrowly avoid Khara’s next axe swing. “Should I join you and our favorite sexy, unstable orc?”

“No one’s fucking anybody right now,” I groaned. “Just-- shit, look out!”

“Wheee!” Nika had to lean so far back to avoid Khara’s hatchet that she looked like she was dodging bullets in the Matrix.

Khara’s axe swing was so powerful that she couldn’t pull it back in time to strike her again, and instead, the hatchet just hurtled straight toward my neck.

I dropped to my stomach at the last second and then scrambled over to the side of the wagon. While Nika kept Khara distracted, I pulled out a length of rope from my belt and formed a slipknot as best I could. The rough wagon ride rattled my teeth against each other so much that it felt like they might rattle straight out of my skull, but even though my knot probably wouldn’t pass muster, it was decent enough for what I needed at the moment.

The next time the wagon jolted forward, I let myself roll forward with it and straight into the back of Khara’s knees. I punched my elbow into the back of her right knee, and it gave out automatically like a reflex. The moment her foot lifted off the ground, I threw the slipknot over her ankle, pulled it tight, and then dragged her toward the back of the wagon.

“Gotcha,” I growled as a grin spread across my face.

Khara’s body slammed into the wagon bed, but she kept her grip on the hatchet. She hacked it to the right and left as I pulled her along, and splinters flew up on both sides every time she tried to snap the rope I’d snared her with.

I almost pulled her close enough to me to grab her with my arms, even though I didn’t have any other next steps lined up. But when Khara raised the axe high again, Nika darted forward and wrapped her fingers around the handle. Khara just tightened her grip even more so my wives’ gray and green fingers fidgeted next to each other as they each tried to wrestle the axe away from the other woman.

There was no way this was going to end well if I didn’t stop them.

I released my grip on the rope, and Khara and Nika both fell forward from the sudden release of tension. The axe swung down like it was going to carve right through Khara’s thigh, but the orc woman dodged it at the last second, just like I thought she would.

It took all her concentration to move so quickly though, and this meant she didn’t see me move. I slid across the bed of the wagon, slipped my arm into hers like we were about to do a square dance, and then pinned her arm so tightly that Nika was able to wrestle the axe away from her.

“We did it!” Nika cheered as she waved the hatchet around like a battle flag.

“Hey, watch it!” Ruby ducked to avoid the waving hatchet, and she dropped Abby back into the driver’s seat beside her.

“Oops, sorry!” Nika giggled.

Khara had already forgotten about the hatchet. She couldn’t free her arm from where I had it pinned, but she swung her body around so her ass was pressed against my groin. Then her claws started to tease up the inside of my thigh like they were about to send me straight to either heaven or hell depending on what they did next.

I groaned as the sexy orc wiggled her ass against me, but before I could pin the claws of her free hand, the front wagon wheels bounced down and out of a hole and sent us all flying. Khara slid face-first into the crotch of Nika’s short shorts, my body slammed into Khara’s ass, and Nika swung my hatchet straight into the back of the driver’s seat.

“Yes, yes, a thousand times yes, Khara!” Nika gushed as she looked down at the orc woman’s face buried in her crotch. “I would love to be part of your lovemaking with our husband!”

“Nika, focus!” I struggled to my knees to check the damage.

The axe was embedded in the sturdy wood that formed the back of the driver’s bench, and I had never been so relieved that Ruby had reinforced parts of this wagon with iron plates.

And based on the way the redhead was panting for breath, I guessed she’d never been so relieved, either.

Before Khara could move, I slipped both my arms underneath her shoulders and pressed my palms against the back of her head to lock her in a full nelson. The beautiful orc warrior had escaped from one of these before, but since I knew her go-to move would be to slam the back of her skull into mine, I tilted my head to the side to keep it out of her direct path.

“Now breathe!” I told my brunette wife through grating breaths. “You’re about to have a fucking baby, and I may not know much, but I know you have to breathe!”

Khara flooded her lungs with air and then grew a little softer in my arms. We were both still on our knees in the back of the wagon, but Nika now joined us on her knees, too. When the goblin woman cupped Khara’s face in her hands and imitated taking a deep breath, Khara inhaled again, and I thought we might finally be getting through to her.

Then she tried to bite Nika’s finger.

“Goddamnit!” I snapped.

“That is a very bad Khara!” Nika wagged her intact finger in front of Khara’s face. “You are supposed to be breathing and getting ready for the baby!”

“At least you were quicker than me,” Ruby laughed.

“Only because you are pregnant!” Nika said. “Your nimble fingers still built the railway, didn’t they?”

“Home!” Sawsaw cried ahead of us.

“Oh, thank fucking god,” I groaned.

The sun rose clear above the hills to the east just as I looked south to see the top of our ridge. The hazy golden light wrapped the crown of the ridge in a soft halo, and I almost imagined that I could hear Calli’s singing. Our homestead was just on the other side of that ridge, and if we could get inside, I was sure my siren wife could do something to help us.

I only glanced ahead for a second, but I’d be damned if Khara didn’t take advantage of it. She rocked her torso forward, moved her legs so fast that she might as well have been on her feet, and hooked her right knee in between my legs. Then she swept her arms up and overhead at the same time she kicked my right knee out from under me, and we both tumbled into a heap in the back of the wagon.

The next few minutes went by in a blur of gnashing teeth and tangled limbs. Every time another contraction hit Khara, she howled and stopped fighting just long enough for us to hold her still so she stopped biting at us. But whenever each contraction faded, the fierce orc woman growled and lashed out with claws, fists, and fangs.

The drawbridge was lowered for us when Torrance’s wagon reached the perimeter wall. He drove like a wild man through the open gates, followed by Shitter, Canigo, Blink and Sawsaw, and finally Timber. They all tore across the front lawn to get out of the way of our incoming wagon, but the moment we crossed the drawbridge, I leaped out of the cart and bolted toward the house.

“Calliiiii!” I shouted.

The shrieks and snarls continued behind me as I burst through the front door. Calli was taking a pie out of the oven when I entered the kitchen, but she immediately tossed it on the table and ripped her apron off.

“It’s Khara, hurry!” I said.

“I thought that noise was wild wolves!” Calli gasped.

Before we could even reach the front door, there was a sound like lightning had struck a tree right outside the house. It was followed by an ear-splitting roar and then another series of crashes and booms that each sounded worse than the last.

I sprinted outside with Calli right behind me.

Charlie’s wagon was completely destroyed on the front lawn. The wheels were rolling down the hill toward the pond, splintered oak planks littered the ground like a giant had smashed them apart, and Charlie had run over to join the draft horses with nothing but the front third of the wagon still attached to his harness.

And in the middle of the destroyed wagon, Khara sat cooing happily to a little orc baby in her arms.

“It’s a girl!” Nika cheered and threw her arms around me.
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Chapter 21

Nika released her hold on me, but all I could do was stare at Khara and the little orc girl in her arms. I had another daughter, another little bloodthirsty princess to spoil, and I felt like the luckiest son of a bitch in any world.

I didn’t think I would ever get tired of being a new father.

Torrance, Abby, and all my goblin sons now gathered around the ruined wagon, and I was relieved to see Ruby was with them and still in one piece.

“I have a little sister!” Abby danced around the splintered oak wagon.

Torrance and Sawsaw congratulated me, and the rest of the gobs just bounced on their toes like their mother in their excitement to see the new baby. Ruby was leaning on a runaway wagon wheel behind Khara, and the petite redhead looked thrilled to see my new daughter. But at least half of her excitement probably came from the fact that Khara hadn’t eaten her during the delivery process.

I knew I should respond to my family’s congratulations, or I should at least tell Khara how incredible she was for bringing a new life into this world, but I felt completely tongue-tied. We’d been waiting for this baby for two months, and now that she was here, I couldn’t seem to make my legs move to go see her.

I just stood in awe of Khara as the beautiful orc warrior gazed down at our baby with equal parts love and ferocity. The light sheen of sweat on Khara’s gray skin seemed to glow in the early morning light, and her protective expression slowly melted into a fanged smile.

“Would you like to meet your new daughter, husband?” Khara looked up at me. “It will take her a few minutes to wake up and recognize the world around her, but you can come see her before then.”

“Fuck yeah, I want to meet her.” I grinned. “It’s not every day you get to welcome an orc daughter into the world.”

“It will be another month before I am fertile again,” Khara said. “So no, it will not be every day that we get to create such a perfect baby.”

“A whole month?” Nika gasped. “That seems like such a very long time!”

“That does not mean I cannot have sex for a month,” Khara chuckled. “I only need a few days before I can be active. Just a month until my body is ready to grow our husband’s seed again.”

“Ahh, these are acceptable terms,” Nika said with a curt nod, and my orc wife nodded back as if they’d just made a formal agreement.

These women from the underdark were something else.

When Nika first started having children, I’d been so worried I wouldn’t be able to accomplish anything before Sawsaw came. I was used to the idea of a nine-month human pregnancy, followed by a hell of a lot of years where the kids couldn’t fend for themselves. But after only a few days on their feet, my monster children were just as capable as my wives at everything they did.

They could be unholy little terrors, but goddammit if they weren’t my unholy little terrors.

I forced my legs to stumble forward and knelt in the middle of the ruined wagon. Up close, the little orc girl looked even more perfect. She was already the size of a six-month-old, even though that seemed impossible since Khara had literally just given birth. But I figured out a long time ago that I didn’t know shit when it came to details like that, but it didn’t matter.

The only important thing was that I knew how to be a good father. I knew how to teach my kids to be hardworking and independent, and how to be the best half-monster, half-humans they could be.

“Do not get too close until she wakes up and I introduce you,” Khara warned me. “Orc children can be especially aggressive at first.”

Based on what had just happened during the birthing process, this information didn’t exactly come as a surprise. I stayed about two feet back from Khara and our daughter, but I was still close enough to see the baby’s perfect little face.

Her hair was an even darker brown than Khara’s, so it looked almost black where it formed a curly little halo around her face. Her eyes were shut tight behind long lashes, and her skin was a lighter shade than her mother’s, like a soft pearl gray. As the baby breathed in and out softly, her fingers flexed and relaxed, and every time they flexed, little black cat claws extended from her fingertips before they retracted again.

“She’s perfect,” Abby whispered over my shoulder.

“She really is, princess,” I told my siren daughter.

“What should we name her?” Abby asked.

“That depends on what her mother thinks,” I replied. “Do orcs name themselves like goblins do? Or should we name our daughter like Calli and I named Abby?”

“We will name her,” Khara answered. “It is very important to give orcs impressive names, especially orc women. Orcs grow into their names, and if our daughter is going to live up to her full killing potential, we must give her a worthy name.”

“What does your name mean, Miss Khara?” Torrance asked.

“Ah, Kharazugelphi is a very good name,” my orc wife said with a smile. “It means ‘to flay the skin off one’s enemy until only their soul remains, and then to flay their soul until it is gone from every world forever,’ or at least, that is the rough translation.”

“Holy. Shit.” I stared at my brunette wife with a newfound respect.

“Holy shit,” Matilda repeated, and I looked up to see the human girl and both her brothers had joined my family around the perimeter of the broken wagon.

“We heard all the noise and came running as fast as we could!” Markus said. “We thought the place might be under attack or something.”

I smiled as I saw that both boys had armed themselves with shovels and hatchets. I couldn’t have been more proud of them if they were my own kin. Even Matilda carried a big kitchen knife, but she seemed embarrassed now that she saw our home wasn’t under attack. She tried to hide the knife behind her back, but Calli darted to her side and slipped her arm through the human girl’s.

“You should be proud that you were so ready to spring into action when you thought someone was attacking us,” my siren wife cooed as she patted Matilda’s arm. “It is no wonder that seventeen-year-old human girls have such a fearsome reputation.”

“I’ll be eighteen this coming winter,” Matilda muttered.

“Ooo, that sounds scary, too!” Calli swooned, and she pulled Matilda into a very tight hug.

“Thanks for coming so fast,” I told Torrance’s kids. “Meet the newest member of my family.”

“Uh, I’m still stuck on the meaning of Khara’s full name,” Ruby said.

“Yes, it is no wonder all of the orcs in the underdark wanted to marry Khara and now want to kill her!” Nika gasped.

“What did she say?” Calli looked at me in alarm.

“I’ll tell you in a minute.” I shook my head, since right now, I didn’t want to think about the massive orc armies who might be coming after us soon.

“Don’t get me wrong, I already thought you were the most terrifying woman I’d ever met,” Ruby said. “But damn, Khara! Thanks for, uh, not eating me and everything.”

“You are much more fun alive.” Khara winked at my ginger-haired wife. “Besides, I only flay my enemies, not my sisters.”

“I am so glad we are such a happy family,” Nika sighed. “Now you have four wives, seven sons, two daughters, a goblin daughter due any day now, along with a little baby dwarf and another little siren who are coming, too!”

“That means pretty soon, we’re gonna need to increase our livestock and expand our grazing pastures even more,” I said. “That’s a lot of mouths to feed.”

“Not to worry, Ken,” Torrance said. “Your vegetable garden is about to really take off now that we’re entering the first part of summer, and I think I found a great spot for some more crops north of the wall. We could build a fence around it and use it as a grazing pasture for the livestock, or we can use it for more crops to support ourselves.”

“That sounds great,” I told the old man. “I appreciate you and your green thumb always looking out for us. You can show me the area later.”

“Whenever you want!” Torrance replied.

“Well, Khara,” I said with a smile. “What do you think our little girl’s name should be?”

“Aberdeen’s-partner-in-crime-and-total-killing-machine,” Abby whispered like it was all one long word. “It means Aberdeen’s partner in crime and total killing machine.”

“We’ll keep that in mind,” I chuckled. “But I think her mother should be the one to name her. She’s the only one who speaks Orcish, and I have a feeling it’s the best language to name our daughter something terrifyingly amazing.”

“This is true,” Khara agreed. “And I have already thought of a name.”

“Whatever you think is best,” I told the glowing warrior woman.

“Akanateela,” Khara said proudly. “We can call her Akana for short.”

“It’s beautiful,” I said.

“I love it!” Nika whispered.

“What does it mean?” Ruby asked.

“I think you will like it,” Khara said as she gazed down at our infant daughter with love shining in her red eyes. “It means ‘to ritually rip open an enemy’s stomach and eat his liver while he is still alive and screaming.’ What do you think?”

“Of course that’s what it means,” I laughed. “I fucking love it. Akanateela is a perfect name.”

“Oh, she is waking up!” Khara said. “Akana must like her name very much.”

I swore that our orc daughter looked a little taller in her mother’s arms than she did just a few minutes ago, but when she opened her dark red eyes, I forgot about everything except for how absolutely fucking perfect Akanateela was.

She blinked her sleepy eyes at her mother and then yawned to show a full set of teeth and fangs.

“She is already hungry,” Khara announced. “If none of you want to be her first meal, I suggest someone bring us a pig from the barn. An adult pig would be best, preferably a sow.”

“Are you telling me our baby is about to eat a whole sow?” I demanded.

“For now.” Khara shrugged. “She will need to feed again soon, but that should tide her over until lunchtime.”

“Shit!” I took a deep breath as my mind started to race with all the challenges of keeping my family well-fed now that we had a baby orc on our hands, who could apparently eat an entire mother pig by herself.

“I bet you’re gonna want to look into expanding the grazing pastures sooner rather than later now, eh?” Torrance chuckled.

“And buy a hell of a lot more livestock,” I said. “We’re gonna need to turn this farm into a ranch if I want to keep having children.”

“But of course you want to keep having children!” Nika said. “You only have four wives right now, Ken Jewell. As soon as you get more, you will be having so, so, so many more babies!”

“Whatever you say, Nika.” I smiled at the excited goblin woman. “As long as we have enough food for everybody, I’m game.”

“It is the only way we will have an army large enough to conquer the underdark and the surface world,” Khara agreed.

“Plus, it will be so much fun!” Nika bounced on her toes, and her tits bounced right along with her. “I will love having more sisters, and it will be so much fun to have more children running around!”

Akana yawned again but licked her tiny fangs this time.

“It will be better for her to feed sooner rather than later,” Khara cleared her throat. “Otherwise, her bloodlust may be too difficult to control.”

“I’m on it!” Maximus’ hand shot into the air a second before he sprinted toward the barn.

“Me too!” Markus tore after him.

“As soon as she feeds, you can hold her,” Khara told me. “But if anyone here has a sensitive stomach, I suggest you leave while Akana enjoys her first meal. It will not be a pretty sight.”

“Yeahhh, I’m out,” Ruby said. “I fully support Akana eating whatever the fuck she wants to, as long as dwarf isn’t on the menu, but I think it might be best for my stomach not to watch her eat.”

“You should have eaten the orc heart to strengthen your blood,” Khara sighed. “But you are probably correct.”

“Come on, Matilda,” Ruby told the human girl. “I know you’re not super excited to watch the little orc devour a whole mother pig by herself, right?”

“Well…” Matilda glanced from my orc daughter to me. “No, I guess not… unless Ken wants me, er, I mean all of us, to stay?”

“We can all let her eat in peace,” I announced. “Why don’t we go take a look at our granite haul, and Khara can let us know when Akana is ready to meet everyone?”

“Can I stay and help her feed?” Abby whispered with wide brown eyes.

“Of course you can, sweetie,” I told the little siren.

When Markus and Maximus appeared again with one of the sows in tow, I decided that was our cue. I stood up and led the rest of my family away from Khara and my two daughters, and by the time we reached the getaway wagons, the sounds of slaughter filled the air behind us.

Charlie seemed a little unnerved by the sounds behind us, but the black horse was doing his best to stand tall and proud beside the much bigger draft horses. None of the draft horses seemed to be bothered by the noises, but since they had already proven that they were more than a match for the gobs, I doubted much could bother them.

“Oh, it’s so beautiful!” Calli whispered as she ran her fingers over the gleaming white granite. “You got so much stone for our walls, my love!”

“We’ll need to make a lot more trips just to get enough for the perimeter wall,” I said. “And that doesn’t even count how many trips it will take to rebuild the house.”

“Castle,” Nika corrected me.

“Castle,” I laughed. “I also think we should start mining our own granite pretty soon, otherwise it’s gonna be too obvious someone is stealing the duke’s granite. We can probably get away with stealing what the workers leave behind a few more times, but then they’ll get too suspicious. Of course, that will require even more work and workers, so--”

“Hush.” Calliope slipped her arms around my waist, went up on her tiptoes, and stopped my mouth with a kiss.

Her tongue teased mine as our lips devoured each other, and for a minute, I forgot my own damn name, right along with every problem or worry I ever had.

“There will be plenty of time to get all the granite we need,” Calli said when she finally rocked back on her heels. “And there will be plenty of time to make plans for the future. But right now, you should celebrate your victory. You did an incredible thing, Ken Jewell.”

“You’re right.” I smiled at the blonde siren. “But I couldn’t have done any of this alone.”

“Oh yes, you could have,” Ruby laughed. “It just might have taken you longer, that’s all.”

“Yes, we all know that you are the strongest, cleverest, sexiest, tallest, smartest, wisest, handsomest man in the whole world!” Nika added. “We would never have done any of this without your brilliant leadership, Ken Jewell. Plus, you are the one who brought us all together anyway! Who ever heard of an orc, a siren, a goblin, and a dwarf all working together? This would be impossible without you.”

“Thanks,” I chuckled. “I’d say our wall is off to a pretty good start, anyway.”

“You’re too humble!” Matilda said, but her hands immediately flew up to cover the embarrassed flush of her cheeks.

Unfortunately, the poor girl completely forgot about the kitchen knife in her hand, and only Ruby’s reflexes caught Matilda’s arm a second before she accidentally stabbed herself in the eye.

“Oh!” Matilda gasped.

“Hey, it looks like my reflexes aren’t actually that bad!” Ruby grinned as she pried the kitchen knife out of Matilda’s clenched fist. “At least not compared to a human, although uh, no offense, but now that I think about it, I’m not sure if I should brag about that or not.”

“Thank you.” Matilda swallowed.

“For future reference, it is usually better to stab your enemies than to stab yourself,” Nika whispered loudly to the human girl. “Unless you are trying to give yourself a small injury to make your enemies think you are dying so they come close enough for you to kill them. That is not a bad reason to stab yourself, but you should try that somewhere you will not bleed too much. And definitely not in your beautiful eyeballs! They are such a pretty gray-blue color that it would be a shame to lose one.”

“I’ll, uh, keep that in mind.” Matilda’s cheeks were now a deep shade of scarlet, and I kind of wished I had something supportive to say, but I did agree with my wives on this one.

Matilda definitely needed to learn not to accidentally stab herself in her eye, no matter how nervous she was.

“When do we start on the wall, Ken?” Torrance asked.

“Today?” Sawsaw glanced at the rising first sun. “Lots of light.”

“We can sketch out the foundation today,” I agreed. “But we’ll need to make the actual mortar before we start to stack the granite. Ruby said it would be better for the wall to be mortared instead of dry laid.”

“That’s just physics.” Ruby shrugged. “We can build the wall higher and stronger if we use mortar. It’ll be a little bit of a pain in the ass at first, but I promise it’ll be fucking worth it when our enemies break their bones trying to knock down our wall.”

“Mortar?” Sawsaw repeated.

“Yeah, kiddo,” Ruby answered. “Limestone from the underdark will make a killer mortar, but it’ll require some more patience.”

“Gaahh!” Blink stamped his little green foot and folded his arms across his chest.

“I know, buddy,” I laughed. “It’s hard to be patient when you just want to smash shit, but don’t be too upset. I’m sure we’ll run into plenty of bounty hunters and monsters in the underdark in the meantime, so there will be more than enough opportunities for sneaks.”

“Yes, Da,” Blink sighed.

“Mortar,” Sawsaw said again with a nod at Ruby. “How?”

“Oh right,” the petite redhead continued. “Like I was saying, we’ll get the limestone first, then bake it to the right temperature. Then once it’s completely dried out and hot as hell, we grind it up with some water to make a thick paste. That paste will be our mortar, and it hardens up real nicely over time.”

“Where will we get limestone?” Torrance asked.

“There’s too fucking much of it in the underdark,” Ruby replied. “I know a couple spots where the dwarves used to mine it from. The mines have been long abandoned, but there should still be plenty of limestone there.”

“I know a few caves rich with limestone, too,” Nika said. “My tribe used them as a shooting range.”

“Sorry, what was that?” I asked.

“Oh yes, it was great fun, Ken Jewell!” Nika replied. “We would take our prisoners there, line them up against the pretty pale limestone walls, and then shoot arrows, spears, rocks, or any other projectiles at them! Whoever made the biggest bloodstain on the pale rock was declared the winner.”

“I’m probably gonna regret asking this,” Ruby said. “But what did they win?”

“The right to eat the tastiest prisoner, of course!” Nika giggled.

“Yep, I regret it,” Ruby groaned.

“I’m just glad you both know places where we can get some good limestone,” I answered. “I guess we’ll need to add building a kiln to our list of things to do, since we’ll need a good way to heat the limestone up hot enough to use.”

“It will be very easy to build a kiln,” Nika said. “After you build a silo for the wheat and a well for water, a kiln will seem like child’s play. You will see!”

“I’m glad you’re so confident,” I laughed. “I think we’re gonna have our hands full for a while, and that doesn’t even count trying to stay off the duke’s radar.”

“Radar?” Sawsaw arched his eyebrow.

“It just means trying not to draw his attention down on top of us,” I replied. “Not until we’re ready for him, anyway.”

“What do we do about the orcs?” Ruby asked.

“She is ready to meet you, Ken Jewell!” Khara called out from behind us before I could answer.

I turned around and headed back over to join my orc wife and our newborn daughter. I could have sworn she grew a little more even in the last few minutes since I’d left her, but maybe orcs just grew really fast, possibly even faster than goblins.

From what was left of the sow, it sure as hell looked like my daughter had consumed enough nutrients to grow as much as she wanted to. Only a few bones of the massive pig were left intact. All the meat had been devoured, and almost all of the bones had been snapped open and the marrow slurped out of them.

Abby was waving around one of the remaining ribs like it was a magic wand. Then Fetch saw the fresh bone, and he started panting and salivating like a Labrador.

“Fetch, fetch!” Abby giggled and threw the rib as far as she could.

Fetch dropped to all fours and galloped after the bone.

I rolled my eyes but turned my attention back to my little orc daughter, who sat cross-legged on the ground beside her mother. The bottom half of her face was smeared with blood, and her dark hair had already grown down to just below her ears. She looked very serious as she surveyed all of us, and the combination of her bloody face, dark hair, red eyes, and fangs made Akana look like she could be the lead singer of a toddler death metal band.

“Hi, Akanateela,” I said gently as I dropped to my knees a few feet away from her. “I’m so happy to finally meet you.”

Akana rose to her feet, swayed unsteadily for half a second, and then lunged at me like an incredibly cute and terrifying vampire bat. Her claws were fully extended as she slammed into my shoulder, and her fangs even started to press into my throat like she planned to tear it out. Then Khara moved forward even faster than our daughter and snatched the little orc girl off me.

“You are funny, Akana!” Khara smiled like her baby’s attack was the sweetest thing she’d ever seen, and Akana’s claws continued to flex as she snarled through her fangs.

“Is she?” I asked a little uneasily.

Khara sent me a patient and proud grin. “My daughter, this is your father! The Great Ken Jewell.”

The little orc girl instantly relaxed in her mother’s arms and looked sharply at me. Her red eyes seemed very serious, and she held out her arms toward me again. When I hesitantly opened my arms to her, Akana threw herself into them, but now she nuzzled my neck and gave a happy little sigh as I wrapped her in my arms.

And I could have sworn my heart actually doubled in size in that moment.

Then the baby released me, and she looked around at my entire family, as if she was trying to assess the strengths and weaknesses of every single member. Her red eyes were unsettlingly alert and intelligent for a kid who had literally just been born, but the way she took a step back and tottered on her feet like any other toddler made me feel less concerned.

Until Akana gritted her baby fangs, planted her feet more firmly into the ground, and started walking like she had been doing it for years instead of seconds. She immediately walked over to Abby, and I noticed that my orc daughter was only a head shorter than the little siren.

“Damn,” I muttered under my breath. “This is going to be interesting.”

Akana silently slipped her hand into Abby’s and looked around at everyone else again. She nodded a few times like she was confirming something for herself, and then she squeezed Abby’s hand and looked up at her.

“Hello, little sister! I love you so much! I can’t wait to braid your hair, play dress-up with you, and murder lots of enemies! We are going to have so much fun and be best friends forever!” My siren daughter had her long blonde hair in braided pigtails down her back, and she looked like a little pastel princess beside the bloody-mouthed orc toddler. Still, she looked down at the little goth girl with a look of pure love and delight, and I decided they made an adorable pair.

Then Akana smiled up at Abby with nothing but mischief in her red eyes, and I felt a slight wave of panic at the trouble my two little girls might get themselves into now.

But at the moment, nothing could make me feel worried for too long. We had stolen our first load of granite, Khara had delivered our baby, and mother and daughter were both perfect pictures of health.

“Are you happy, Ken Jewell?” Khara asked.

“Happy?” I shook my head. “I’m over the fucking moon, Khara. I couldn’t ask for anything more.”

“What about breakfast?” Calli smiled.

Akana suddenly pulled Abby forward, marched straight over to Matilda, and sniffed the human girl. When Akana reached up to grab Matilda’s fingers with her free hand, the human girl gave a nervous laugh, and my muscles tensed to spring toward them if my daughter took after her mother and tried to devour Matilda.

But Akana only sniffed the back of Matilda’s hand, gave it a little lick, and then released it with a gentle pat. Matilda tried to laugh again, but she wiped a little bead of sweat from her forehead at the same time.

“I actually meant the breakfast I have waiting for you inside the house,” Calli giggled. “I am sure Matilda is very tasty, but she is not for eating, Akanateela!”

“Um, thank you?” Matilda swallowed.

“I’ve been baking since well before first sunrise so you could all have a big meal when you got back,” Calli continued. “There are many delicious things on the menu, but Matilda is not one of them.”

“Breakfast sounds great, Calli,” I said. “But first, we should probably go ahead and unload this granite so the horses can have a break.”

“But you all must be so hungry!” the blonde siren replied.

Ruby’s stomach suddenly growled almost as loud as Khara’s birth pains.

“Um, I might be slightly hungry,” Ruby said, but this was followed by another loud gurgle from her stomach.

“Oh, no!” Nika gasped. “You know the only thing worse than a hungry dwarf is a very, very hungry dwarf!”

“Is that right?” I smirked.

“It’s true,” Ruby giggled. “We’re very dangerous and unpredictable! Who knows? I might have to join Abby and Akana in their hunt if I don’t get some food pretty soon.”

“Their hunt?” I repeated, but then I followed her gaze toward my little girls.

Both my daughters had slipped away from the rest of the family and were now stalking Matilda on the other side of one of the carts filled with granite. The human girl was doing her best to keep calm and not draw any attention to herself, but Akana had slipped around the back while Abby was trying to keep her distracted from the front.

“Don’t worry,” I whispered to the human girl with a grin. “I won’t let them get you.”

The sudden blush that practically consumed all of Matilda at these words made me almost regret them, but then she sent me a dazzling smile and a quick nod. And I was admittedly happy to see her bucking up so quickly.

“Oh, thank you, Ken,” she half-swooned. “I mean Mr. Ken! Or… yeah, just thank you. F-for not letting me get eaten.”

“Anytime,” I chuckled and shook my head at the antics of my two little princesses. “I think we better hurry up and eat.”

“We can unhitch the horses and get them all fed and watered for you!” Markus volunteered. “Then after you eat breakfast, we can hitch them back up so they can take the granite wherever you want to drop it off.”

“That’d be perfect, boys,” I said. “Come join us for breakfast as soon as you get the horses taken care of.”

While Markus and Maximus started to take care of Charlie and the draft horses, Calli led the rest of us inside the house. I whistled for Abby and Akana to come join us, and they bounded along happily like they hadn’t just been trying to stalk Matilda.

Calli had outdone herself with breakfast.

As soon as we were all seated around the table, the beautiful siren started to bring over one giant serving platter after another. There were two savory egg and cheese pies baked in flaky pastry crusts, a platter of baked beans, a dish of stewed tomatoes, and piles and piles of crisp toast with sides of tomato jelly and strawberry jam. There were also sausage patties, bacon strips, golden biscuits, freshly churned butter, and a steaming plate of freshly scrambled eggs that somehow seemed as hot as if Calli had just taken them off the stove.

“Damn, Calli!” I grinned. “How the hell is everything still hot?”

“Just a little song to help things stay warm.” Calli’s smile sent a wave of heat through my body, but I didn’t think that was the effect of any song.

At the sight of the beautiful siren biting her lip, I almost forgot how hungry I was for food, but then Shitter cleared his throat. He meant it to sound polite, but it still sounded more like he was trying to hack up a giant glob of phlegm than anything else.

“Eat?” Shitter asked.

“Yep, sorry, buddy,” I said quickly. “Everybody dig in.”

The next few minutes passed in a delicious blur as we all buried our faces in the meal. The food tasted even better than it looked, and every time I swallowed another mouthful, it only seemed to wake up my stomach even more, until my growling stomach rivaled the sounds coming from my sons as they plowed through the feast before us.

But each time I thought we were about to run out of one of the platters of food, Calli disappeared back into the kitchen and came right back with more. It was like she had known exactly how much food we were going to need, and she had managed to make it and keep it all hot, too. She even had plenty for Markus and Maximus when they showed up from taking care of the horses.

By the time we all finally started to slow down, I sat back in my chair and gave a contented sigh.

“Thank you for breakfast,” I told my siren wife. “I can’t believe you made all of this yourself before the first sun even came up.”

“It is the least I can do to make sure my family is well-fed after working so hard all night.” Calli smiled. “After we get the granite unloaded, I have a few ideas about how else I can help my husband and my sisters relax, too.”

I glanced at my daughters to make sure they didn’t understand what Calli meant, but both girls had disappeared. I leaned back in my chair and looked under the table, and sure enough, Abby and Akana were both crawling toward a gap in the chairs like they were planning to make a grand escape.

They didn’t seem to be going after Matilda though, so I just grinned and looked back up at the rest of the table.

“Should we go get the horses hooked back up to the wagons?” Maximus asked.

“That would be great,” I replied, and both of Torrance’s boys rocketed off before I could even finish telling them my plan.

“Where do you want to start the stone perimeter?” Ruby asked.

“Our greatest chance of attack comes from either the north or the east,” I said. “Buckshire and our usual underdark entrance are to the east, but Hamstead and Duke Bellfrey are to the north. There are more underdark locations that way too, obviously, but that’s true for every direction.”

“This is a difficult dilemma, Ken Jewell!” Nika said, and then she broke into a little sing-song voice. “North or east, north or east, when the bad men come, oh how we’ll feast!”

“The orcs could attack from any direction,” Khara said. “So their approach does not have to affect your decision of where to begin the stone wall.”

“Oh, yes,” Calli said. “Is someone going to explain what Nika meant about all the orcs in the underdark wanting to marry Khara?”

“Let me tell the story!” Nika cried. “Once upon a time, all the biggest orc chieftains wanted to marry Khara because she is such an amazing warrior and powerful princess. But for as long as she can remember, Khara had dreamed of finding and marrying a tall, sexy, clever, and powerful-dicked human man!”

Torrance spewed out his tea, and I sent him an apologetic glance.

“Nika, that’s not exactly--” Khara started.

“Shh! I am telling the story!” Nika hushed the orc warrior. “It is a very romantic story, so pay attention! Now where was I?”

“You were at my favorite part,” Ruby snickered. “The part where Khara spent many long, hard years of her youth pining after a long, hard--”

“You two are nothing but trouble,” I laughed.

“Oh, Ken Jewell!” Nika gasped. “That is one of the nicest things you have ever said to me! So, as I was saying, Khara refused to settle for anyone less than her dream of the absolute perfect man, and when all of these stupid, silly orc chieftains wanted to fight her for the right to marry her, Khara said no way, you dumb ugly idiots! Ewww!”

“More or less.” Khara smirked.

“Anyway,” I picked up the story for Nika. “These chieftains were supposed to participate in a trophy hunt, and whoever won would get to fight Khara for the right to marry her. But she entered the trophy hunt herself to show them all up, and now every orc chieftain and their whole tribe is pissed at her for breaking their rules of honor.”

“So it’s not just your own army who wants to kill you because they think you betrayed them?” Calli whispered. “It’s all of these orc chieftains and their tribes?”

“That is correct,” Khara answered.

“The end!” Nika said with a dramatic wave of her arms.

“Then I am not sure if it matters where we start the wall,” Calli said. “I think the main goal should be to build it all as fast as we can!”

“I couldn’t agree with you more,” I said, but then I heard suspicious little giggles beneath the table.

I silently peered under the table and saw that Abby and Akana had come back from wherever they had crawled to, and they were up to worse than no good. They had managed to hogtie Matilda’s feet together, but loosely enough that she wouldn’t feel it until they pulled the knots tight around her ankles. Akana held the rope in one hand and a butcher knife in the other, but Abby had a salt shaker in her fist and was now carefully sprinkling granules all over Matilda’s feet.

“Girls!” I said, and they both jumped at being caught.

The moment they jumped, Akana accidentally pulled the rope, and Matilda’s ankles smacked together right before she started to slide out of her chair. Matilda yelped, and Calli bounded over to the human girl’s side and pulled her up by her armpits before she could completely disappear beneath the table at the mercy of my daughters.

“It looks like somebody wants to be on dish duty after breakfast.” I frowned at Abby and Akana. “We do not eat our human friends. House rules.”

Sawsaw shook his head disapprovingly, but the corners of his mouth twitched in a smile, and it was all I could do to keep from laughing at the sight of the silent goth toddler beside my little blonde princess.

“They would not really have eaten her,” Calli explained as she helped Matilda slip out of the knots around her ankles. “They were just playing games. Right, girls?”

Akana pounded the fist with the butcher knife on the floor, but Abby gave her little sister an obvious wink.

“Yep!” Abby giggled. “Just playing fun games with our friend Matilda! Who is definitely not for eating.”

“That’s right,” I said and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Now, Matilda, tell them your views on the matter.”

The human girl actually paled instead of blushing for once as I turned my gaze to her, and I sent her a reassuring nod.

“Go on,” I urged her. “You’re a part of this home, and the girls should respect your say in things.”

Now Matilda did blush, and she stared at me like she was in a complete daze for what felt like a full minute. Then she cleared her throat, choked on her spit a little, and finally rallied herself enough to speak in an almost steady tone.

“M-maybe next time we could go over the rules of the game first before we start playing,” Matilda managed to get out. “Then I can be a better playmate?”

“Maybe!” Abby giggled again, and then Calli pulled both girls out from under the table.

“Good compromise,” I chuckled. “Now, if we could get back to the wall.”

“Of course, Ken Jewell!” Nika said. “Just tell us where to start unloading the granite!”

“I want to start at the northeast corner,” I said. “We’ll rebuild the corner watchtower from stone, and then we’ll start to build the wall in both directions from there. Then we’ll be able to have two crews working at the same time– one on the east wall, and one on the north wall.”

“Do you think that will be enough to hold off any orcs who come to attack us?” Torrance asked.

“It will definitely help,” I answered. “We’ll need to amp up the rest of our defenses too, but a thick granite wall will definitely make it harder for the orcs if they find us.”

“When they find us,” Khara said. “It is not a question of ‘if’ they find us, only ‘when.’ A minor but important detail.”

“Okay, the wall will make it harder for the orcs when they find us,” I repeated with Khara’s correction. “And I know it will absolutely work to our advantage if the duke ever tracks us down and sends an army after us. I want this place to be as impenetrable as we can manage.”

“Ooh, who do you think will attack us first?” Nika whispered as her emerald eyes went wide with excitement. “The orcs, or the duke’s army?”

“That’s anybody’s guess,” I chuckled. “But I’m guessing you would be equally excited by either one?”

“That’s not true!” Nika said. “The orcs would be much more exciting because there are so many of them, and they are such fierce fighters! Oh, but wait, they can only attack at night. The duke’s army could attack us by day or night, and he could also send for reinforcements from the king! So maybe the humans are more exciting! Oh, I do not think I can decide.”

“Lucky for you, you probably won’t have to,” I snickered. “I’m sure they’ll make that choice for us. We just need to be ready for whoever comes first.”

“That means we’ll need to make a hell of a lot more quarry runs,” Ruby said.

“Yep,” I agreed. “It’ll take about fifteen more trips to get enough granite to build the wall, but we’ll get there.”

“And then no one will stand before us,” Calli said softly, and for just a moment, the lights in the house seemed to dim slightly at the excitement and power in her voice.

“Horses are all hitched up again, Mister Ken!” Markus announced as he poked his head back into the house.

“Then let’s all head to the northeast corner of the wall, and we’ll start unloading the granite,” I said. “We can give the horses a proper rest after this so they’re ready for our next trip.”

“I will join you shortly, husband,” Khara announced. “I would like to find my earring first.”

“What happened to your earring?” I asked.

“I believe it was ripped out on our ride home,” the brunette orc replied.

“Um, you don’t think you have enough other earrings to make up for it?” Ruby asked.

“No,” Khara replied as she played with the five other earrings that were looped through her pointed ear. “This one was sentimental. A trophy that I took from a banshee I killed, and one of my first solo kills.”

“I’ll find your earring,” I said. “You go ahead and help take the draft horses to the northeast corner, and I’ll be right there.”

Khara nodded and then swayed her hips back and forth as she walked over to join the rest of my wives. I watched her muscled ass until she was out of sight, and then I headed down the steps of the front porch and back to the ruins of the destroyed cart.

It looked even worse than I remembered. Almost none of it was still intact, and I was grateful Ruby had reinforced it as much as she had. I wasn’t sure if she would be able to salvage any of the splintered planks to rebuild the cart, but since she hadn’t even built the original, I was mostly just glad it had held together until we got back home.

I started picking up pieces of the cart one by one and tossing them into a scrap pile. I’d let Ruby save as much as she could, but we would use the rest of the wagon as firewood. The wheels still looked in good shape where they had rolled to the bottom of the hill, and the axles should still work fine, too. It was mostly the bed of the wagon that had been so destroyed, and I had to slip on a pair of work gloves to keep from ripping open my hands on all its nails, screws, and jagged splinters.

Every time I picked up another scrap of wood, I studied it and then glanced at the ground underneath it to look for Khara’s earring. I had almost thrown the entire bed of the wagon into the scrap pile before something glimmered and caught my attention from the back of the cart.

I bent down and grabbed Khara’s golden earring from where it had fallen in the grass. It was a little thing, but I was glad to be able to give it back to my orc wife since it seemed to have such sentimental value for her. I slipped the earring into my pocket and then picked up the plank that had served as the wagon’s tailgate.

I was about to lift it and carry it over to join the rest of the scrap wood, but then I saw something sticking out of the tailgate. I tilted the plank upright so I could get a better look at it, and I realized it was a polished bone.

It looked like a small femur that had been sharpened on one end and turned into a spear, and it was buried into the back of the tailgate like someone had cast it there while we fled.

I wasn’t surprised that we hadn’t heard anything. Our attention had been so completely focused on keeping Khara from killing us all during delivery, but the fact that it was a bone-spear told me it had definitely been fired by a monster from the underdark instead of by a human.

I didn’t love that someone had fired a shot at us without my knowledge, but I was more curious about what the spear was pinning to the plank. The sharpened end of the femur had impaled something tiny and shriveled against the thick strip of wood, but I couldn’t tell what it was. It looked like a wrinkled, slightly moldy chicken liver, and if this was supposed to be some kind of message from whoever had fired it, I was clueless about what it meant.

“Only one way to find out,” I muttered to myself and then brought the plank up to rest on my shoulder.

If my wives didn’t know what this shriveled thing was, then I’d just forget about it. I wanted to run it by them first though, just in case it turned out to be something important.

As soon as I reached my four women from the underdark, I saw that my family had already unloaded a quarter of the granite from the backs of the wagons. Nika saw me coming and dropped her half of a granite block so she could wave, but her lifting partner Khara just gritted her teeth and eased it to the ground by herself.

“Quick question,” I said as I joined them. “Does anybody happen to know if the two youngest gobs came up with some kind of new game in the last hour? Something that involves bone spears and target practice?”

“I do not think so,” Nika answered. “But that sounds like so much fun! I will suggest it to Burp the next time I see him.”

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure Fetch won’t take to any kind of new game,” Ruby said. “He strikes me as a one-game kind of gob, and we all know what the name of that game is.”

I glanced up just in time to see Shitter lob a bone across the yard for Fetch to run after on all fours, but the sight only made me laugh.

“Okay, then if my sons didn’t invent a new target practice game, does anybody know what this thing is?” I held up the plank with the bone-spear embedded in it. “It looks like somebody threw a spear at us as we were making our getaway.”

“Ugh.” Khara took a step closer to the plank and immediately rolled her eyes. “Typical orc powerplay.”

“What does that mean?” Calli asked.

“The one who ran away must have decided to flex his puny muscles first instead of running straight back to the rest of the tribe,” Khara replied. “He must have fired this femur spear as a message when we were making our getaway through the woods.”

“How did we not hear it?” Nika gasped.

“We probably wouldn’t have heard it over the sound of the granite rattling around while we were still in the woods,” Khara answered. “And if he fired it from the edge of the woods, then I might have already been in labor.”

“But what is this thing?” I prodded the shriveled chicken liver-looking thing the spear was pinning to the plank, and I grimaced at how wrinkled and clammy it felt.

“Ah, that is the powerplay part,” Khara told me. “It is supposed to be an intimidating gesture of might, but it certainly will not be intimidating to you, husband. Yours cannot even be compared to this.”

“Khara…” A knot was starting to form in my stomach, but I forced out the next words. “Khara, what the hell is it?”

“It is an orc penis, of course,” Khara answered.

“Fucking grosssssss,” I sighed as I dropped it.

“I agree,” Khara sighed. “It also makes me sick that they thought this might even kind of intimidate you. They clearly do not know who they are dealing with yet.”

“Oh, yes!” Nika said. “Your penis is so large and long and hard and throbbing with life, Ken Jewell! Nothing like this tiny, shriveled lump of flesh.”

“Fuck me,” I sighed.

“I think that’s the idea,” Ruby chuckled as she slipped her hand around my bicep.

“Do not concern yourself with such silly orc politics,” Calli said as she wrapped her fingers around my other bicep. “They will feel your crushing might soon enough.”

“Just like any humans who still think they have a chance against you!” Nika added.

“They will all regret the day that they ever decided to take on Clan Jewell,” Khara said.

I glanced at Abby and Akana play-hunting Matilda in the distance, and I saw my goblin sons all wrestling each other along with Markus and Maximus. Then I looked back at my four beautiful, bloodthirsty wives and smiled at how right they were.

Clan Jewell was about to be the most feared and hated name on the surface world and in the underdark.

End of Book 3
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End Notes

Thank you for reading Monster Empire 3! Please make sure you leave a review!
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