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Chapter 1

“You worry too much, Ken Jewell,” Nika announced behind me.

I hadn’t even heard my goblin wife climb up the stairs, but now I turned around from my position in the northeastern watchtower so I could watch the sexy, green-skinned woman sway across the platform toward me.

Nika’s candy-red hair waved over her bare shoulders, and her ample cleavage looked like it was about to burst free from her little forest-green tube top. The goblin woman hooked her thumbs inside her shorts as she strolled toward me, but they were so short that she might as well have been wearing nothing but underwear.

Not that I minded.

I hadn’t been able to take my eyes off the beautiful green woman since the first time I saw her in the underdark, and I wasn’t about to start now.

Nika crossed the short distance between us in another two strides, and I shook my head with a smile. She never ceased to surprise me with how quietly she could move. If she’d been an assassin creeping up the watchtower’s wooden stairs, I would have been hard-pressed to hear her in time. My goblin sons might be brilliant at moving silently toward their targets, but it was only because they had learned everything from their mother.

“You’re sneaky.” I smirked. “But who said I was up here worrying about anything? Maybe I’m just taking in the view.”

I nodded to the rolling hills all around our homestead, and Nika moved closer so she could grip my bicep with her fingers.

The early afternoon light of the two suns washed over the green ridge to the north and made the thick grass shimmer. To the north, east, and west, more green hills shone in the bright early summer suns’ light, and to the south, our river gurgled and danced along merrily toward the bay far away in the west.

“It is a very beautiful view,” Nika agreed. “But you have your worried face on. That is how I know you are up here thinking too much instead of enjoying the victory we won last night!”

“I have a worried face?” I snickered.

“Oh, yes!” Nika replied. “Your eyebrows start to look all angry and scrunched together like miniature hodons trying to attack each other, and you press your lips together in a firm line like you just ate a lingi berry and no one warned you how sour it would be! Then you huff and run your fingers through your hair, or pinch your nose and shake your head.”

My goblin wife demonstrated each one of these behaviors for me so I could see what my worried expression looked like, but it only made me laugh to see Nika trying to scrunch her eyebrows together and keep her full lips from spreading into a wide grin.

“Well, I am worried,” I finally admitted. “I came up here to see if there was any sign of trouble on the horizon.”

Nika dropped her hand from my bicep and went to stand at the edge of the watchtower platform. We were about three feet higher than the nine-foot-high perimeter walls, and the railing that came up to our knees was the only boundary between us and a swift tumble into the trench outside the walls. The platform was designed to act as a good vantage point of the surrounding countryside, and since it wasn’t intended to be a defensive tower, it was open to the elements to make it easier to look out.

Once we started building the stone wall though, we would replace this tower with a sturdier structure made out of granite. It would have a roof and walls in order to act as a kind of turret we could fire arrows and other missiles from, and it would have enough windows to still function as a lookout tower.

“I do not see any trouble, Ken Jewell,” Nika sighed like it was the greatest disappointment of her life. “But if you are looking for orcs, they will not come until nightfall anyway, silly! They have not enjoyed the endless rounds of lovemaking that we have, and the light of the suns would make them burst into flames!”

“I know,” I replied. “I just can’t help feeling nervous about everything. We got our first load of granite last night, but we’re gonna need to go back basically every night for two weeks if we want to have enough granite to build the wall. And that’s a whole lot of opportunities for the orcs to catch us or track us back here.”

“Hm, that is something to worry about.” Nika tapped her finger on her lip. “Where would it be more fun to kill all the orcs? In the tunnels of the underdark or here at home?”

“Where we kill them isn’t exactly what I was worried about,” I groaned. “I’m worried about having to fight them at all.”

“In the underdark or home?” Nika continued tapping her lip like she hadn’t heard me. “I cannot decide! Maybe Khara can help us make the best decision. Khara! Ohh, Khara!”

Nika’s voice took on a sing-song quality as she called for the orc woman, but she only had to sing out her name twice before the brunette warrior jumped up to the top of the wooden wall to our left. Her feet were perfectly balanced on the narrow strip of wood between wooden spikes, and she even managed to avoid the thorny vines placed there as she strode toward us like she was out for a stroll instead of walking a tight balance beam.

When Khara reached the watchtower, she crouched down into a slight squat before her powerful legs propelled her up the remaining distance between us. She straightened up and stretched to her full height, then turned her face briefly toward the suns. As the light made her gray skin glisten, Khara ran her tongue over the small fangs jutting up from her lower jaw as if she could taste the suns’ light.

“I am happy to advise you, husband,” Khara said when she turned back toward Nika and me. “But I believe the rest of our family should also be part of this discussion, since they may have insights that the three of us do not.”

“How did you jump up so high?” Nika whispered as her green eyes shone in admiration of the other woman.

“I am the strongest warrior I know, other than our husband,” Khara replied. “It is easy for my powerful muscles to leap up to the top of the wall.”

“Uh, if that’s true, then we’ll be fucked if the orcs come and attack us here,” I said. “Can they all jump up to the top of the wall like you just did?”

“You’re so silly!” Nika giggled. “We would kill them before they reached the walls, obviously!”

“They cannot all jump this high,” Khara answered. “Most orcs are very strong and very deadly, but they are not as strong and deadly as I am.”

“Still, it’s a little concerning, don’t you think?” I muttered but started down the steps of the watchtower anyway.

Nika followed me down the stairs, but Khara just vaulted back to the ground like a tall, lean gymnast.

The rest of my family was still gathered around the granite blocks we had just finished unloading in the northeast corner of our homestead. Only Torrance and his kids were missing since I needed them to look after the livestock and crops instead. But my other wives and all my children gathered around us when we reached them.

“You didn’t see any signs of trouble, did you?” Calli asked as she laid her cool hand on my arm.

“No, I didn’t see anything,” I told the beautiful siren.

“Um…” Ruby twirled her ginger ponytail. “Ken, you know the orcs can’t--”

“I know, I know,” I said before she could finish her question. “I know the orcs can’t follow us across the surface world until both suns set, even if they are able to track us back here. I just don’t like feeling helpless like I’m just waiting for them to show up. We need a better plan.”

“And there was no sign of any villagers or soldiers, right?” Calli asked.

“No, I think we managed to get far enough away from Hamstead before Khara’s delivery howls really started in full force,” I answered. “And it’s a good thing too, since otherwise she might have brought the whole kingdom down on top of us.”

“Sawsaw!” my oldest son suddenly gasped.

I looked over to see that my new orc daughter had somehow slipped up right behind him, silently pulled the knife from his belt, and was now waving it at Abby with a fanged grin on her little face. Abby squealed and clapped her hands, but when Sawsaw gave chase to try and get his weapon back, my two daughters started throwing the knife back and forth like a deadly game of Keep Away.

“Akana! Abby!” I said. “Knives are for killing, not playing.”

“But how will we get better at killing if we don’t practice?” Abby giggled as she caught the knife by its handle and then threw it back at her little sister.

“Little girls will be little girls.” Calli patted my arm. “They know what they are doing, Ken Jewell.”

Of course, my goblin sons thought this looked like the most fun they’d ever seen, so they all started to play Keep Away with each other too, but they used Canigo’s war hammer instead of a knife. It might give somebody a hell of a headache, but since it at least couldn’t skewer anybody’s eyeball, I decided to let them have their fun for a few minutes.

“Anyway,” I sighed. “We already know that one orc escaped, and that means it’s probably only a matter of time before they track us back here.”

“You have your worried face on again, Ken Jewell!” Nika said. “But you do not need to be so concerned. We will build a strong and deadly granite wall to help keep out the strong and deadly orcs! They will break their skulls against it, and we will laugh in their smashed faces while we paint the granite with their blood!”

“I love everything about that idea,” I chuckled. “But we need a plan to deal with the orcs before we finish the wall.”

“I have to agree with Ken,” Ruby said. “It’ll take at least two weeks to get all the granite we need, but that doesn’t even count how much time we’ll need to build the wall.”

“Exactly,” I said. “There’s no way we’ll have the wall done in time, so I’d like to find the orcs before they find us.”

“Oh, so this means we will fight the orcs in the tunnels of the underdark!” Nika bounced on her toes. “This sounds like a wonderful plan!”

“But how do we hunt down the orcs?” Calli asked.

“We don’t,” Khara answered. “The orcs will find us.”

“Uh, Khara?” I pinched the bridge of my nose, even though Nika immediately imitated me with a little giggle. “Where did you go just now?”

“I have been here the entire time, husband,” the brunette orc warrior replied.

“Then how did you miss the part about how we need to take the fight to the orcs instead of waiting for them here, when the wall won’t be finished for weeks?” Ruby asked.

“I did not miss it,” Khara answered. “I am simply telling you that you should not worry so much about finding the orcs and killing them in the underdark. They will almost certainly find us first.”

“Right, but we don’t want that, remember?” I groaned.

“Of course we do,” Khara countered. “How else are we going to destroy them and make everyone in the underdark fear us? We can place their heads on spikes all around our homestead, so every enemy who comes against us in the future must pass through a field of rotting orc heads. Then they will see what will soon happen to them, and the air will fill with the sweet scent of their terror before we rip off their heads and add them to our field of skulls.”

“Oh, Khara, you are so sexy when you talk like that,” Nika whispered.

“I don’t know what was the best part,” Calli moaned. “I’m torn between when you talked about rotting orc heads or the sweet scent of our enemies’ terror.”

I shook my head at how easily distracted my wives were, but Sawsaw’s quick reappearance helped me refocus the conversation. He had saved his knife from his two little sisters, and it was safely tucked back in his belt. It was easy to see the price he paid though, since Akana was riding his shoulders, and Abby was now carefully placing a crown of clover flowers on his head.

“Sawsaw.” My son shrugged like he had resigned himself to his fate, but I knew he didn’t really mind. He would have done anything to make his little sisters happy.

“Do you really think that orc who escaped will track us down that fast?” I asked Khara. “We traveled over land, but he wouldn’t have been able to follow us once the first sun started to rise.”

“This is true,” the brunette warrior answered. “It might slow him down slightly, but I still do not think we will have to wait long before the orcs find us.”

“You didn’t, uh…” I swallowed. “You didn’t leave some kind of trail for them to follow, did you?”

“Oh, did you?” Nika’s emerald eyes were so big with excitement that her pupils might as well have been cartoon hearts. “Please say you did, Khara!”

“No, I did not,” Khara replied, and Nika promptly collapsed into Calli’s arms and buried her face in the siren’s cleavage for support. “I only meant that orcs are like bloodhounds. Even if they lost my scent, they will pick it back up again quickly. Orcs all have distinct scents, and the scent of an orc chieftain’s first battle-daughter is especially powerful.”

“You mean the scent of an orc princess,” I corrected her.

“Orcs do not use such titles,” Khara answered. “But perhaps this is the most acceptable human word.”

“Let’s just focus on what we do know,” I sighed. “We know six of the orc tribes are hunting Khara down to kill her as punishment.”

“Seven tribes, husband,” Khara corrected me. “Not six.”

“But you said--”

“The chieftains of six tribes participated in the trophy hunt,” Khara interrupted. “But my own tribe counts as the seventh since I betrayed them with my actions, too.”

“Let me get this shit straight,” Ruby said. “You’re saying that the six chiefs of the other tribes felt fucking insulted that you entered the trophy hunt so you didn’t have to marry any of them, right? But your own tribe also felt fucking insulted because… why, exactly?”

“I insulted all orc honor when I entered the trophy hunt, including the honor of my own tribe,” Khara answered. “They will not come after me as quickly as the other six tribes, but eventually they will all want to make me pay.”

“And probably make your new family pay, too,” Nika added gleefully as her head popped back up from where it had been resting against Calli’s chest. “Now she does not belong to any orc tribe, and instead she belongs to Clan Jewell!”

“I know the orcs have all these elaborate rules about honor and insults and everything,” Ruby said. “But don’t you think they’re kind of acting like sore losers? You killed the biggest monster, and you would have won the trophy hunt if the goblins hadn’t snatched you in a vulnerable moment.”

“Yes, are you sure this isn’t a great big misunderstanding?” Calli asked. “You can’t help that they were insulted by your superior hunting skills. I’m sure you didn’t mean it as an insult.”

“No, I did mean it as an insult,” Khara replied with a sly little fanged grin.

“But you were in charge of a whole fucking army!” Ruby said. “Why throw all that away?”

“So she could marry Ken Jewell and make lots of cute, terrifying babies!” Nika said. “Keep up, Nimble Fingers.”

The petite redhead glared at the goblin woman. “She didn’t know at the time that she was going to meet our husband, unless orcs have some kind of fortune telling ability that I don’t know about.”

“Orcs being fortune tellers is a very funny picture!” Nika giggled. “But they are not djinn, silly!”

Before I could refocus the conversation, the corner of my eye caught a movement from the house. I turned and saw Matilda walking toward us with two trays balanced in her hands, and I smiled at how red-faced the poor girl was. She hadn’t even spoken to us yet, but she already seemed to be embarrassed about something.

“H-hi, Ken,” Matilda said when she reached us. “Oh! I meant hi to everyone! I made some brownies if anybody needs a snack, and here’s some t-tea and milk, too!”

The slender human girl set down one tray stacked at least a foot high with gooey brownies. Then she set down a second tray with one pitcher of iced tea, one pitcher of cold milk, and several small glasses to go with each.

“How did you know I was hungry?” Ruby grinned.

“Probably because you’re awake,” Calli teased.

“These look delicious, Matilda,” I said. “Thanks for guessing we could use a snack. I haven’t even had time to wash after we unloaded the granite, much less eat any kind of lunch.”

“That’s why I thought you might be hungry, because I noticed that you haven’t, uh, washed up because you’re still so s-sweaty, and your muscles are all shiny and--” Matilda stopped herself as her cheeks flushed an even darker shade of red.

I realized that I only had a white t-shirt on, and Matilda couldn’t seem to stop staring at it. When I worked to unload all the granite earlier, sweat had soaked through my shirt, and I had even pushed up the short sleeves over my broad shoulders to help my skin breathe a little bit more.

“Go ahead,” Nika encouraged the human girl. “His muscles are all shiny and what? Rippling? Glistening? Enormous? Muscular?”

“That’s poetry, Nika,” Ruby cackled. “Muscular muscles?”

“Um, I just meant that I saw you were all really busy, and I thought you might be hungry!” Matilda blurted.

“That was very thoughtful,” I said with a playful glare at Nika before she could say anything else to embarrass the pretty woman.

Matilda nodded and started to hand out brownies to everyone. Then she started to serve everyone milk or tea, whichever one they preferred, and I smiled as I watched the human girl make herself useful. I was glad she seemed to be feeling more at home here, and it didn’t hurt that she made some damn good food, too.

“That might be the best brownie I’ve ever had,” I said after I swallowed my first bite.

“I’m so glad you like it!” Matilda gasped. “The secret is a little cinnamon in the bottom of the pan!”

“I bet you know all kinds of other secrets, too!” Calli said. “You still haven’t told us your favorite way to kill an enemy, remember? Or is that one of the most closely guarded secrets that a seventeen-year-old human girl can have?”

“Thanks for the brownies,” I said firmly so no one else asked Matilda any more questions. “Now, let’s get back to the orc tribes. How big are these seven tribes? Where are their home bases? How many soldiers does each one have? The more information we have, the better we’ll be able to plan.”

For a moment, I had a flash of being back in Syria. Every day had been some new hellscape of flushing out different ISIS pockets in every new territory we gained, all while we also tried to rebuild whatever the Army had told us to destroy the day before. It was a constant game of how fast we could gather accurate intel, and then how fast we could generate a plan based off whatever we learned.

I might feel a little overwhelmed by the prospect of facing every orc in the underdark, but I would never even dream of trading this life for my old one. Sure, the stakes might be a little higher here because I had my wives and kids to think about, not just my unit, but this just meant I had more that I loved and wanted to protect.

Plus, it meant I got to be the master of all my own decisions instead of toeing the party line and doing whatever shit the Army assigned me on any given day. I wished everybody back on Earth the best of luck, but I didn’t even think about them as ‘everybody back home’ anymore.

This world was my home now.

My family was my home.

And I’d be damned if a bunch of smelly orcs tried to take from me everything that I had worked so hard to build.

“As you know, I was the general of the Great Army of Molgre Dhodh before I joined Clan Jewell.” Khara’s voice brought me back to the present. “We had conquered four-fifteenths of the underdark in the seven moons before my desertion, and that included two tribes besides our own.”

“So there were nine orc tribes total before you combined three of them?” Ruby asked.

“Yes, so now there are only seven,” Khara replied. “The six whose chieftains I insulted, and the seventh tribe that used to be my own. I have not smelled any trace of them yet, but I am certain it will only be a matter of time before they track us here, too.”

“Let’s hope that’s later rather than sooner,” I muttered.

“But they’ll definitely want to track you down?” Ruby asked. “I feel like all roads keep leading back to why you entered the trophy hunt and insulted everybody in the first place.”

“My father feared how powerful I was becoming,” Khara answered. “I controlled his army, and he was afraid I would use it to overthrow him. He was right, of course, but I wanted to conquer one more tribe before I threw my might against him. So to keep me from getting too powerful, he decided that I should marry another chieftain. That is why he set up the trophy hunt, even though I had no wish to ever marry before I met Ken Jewell.”

“I guess that explains why you gave them all such a big ‘fuck you,’” Ruby sighed.

“That is correct,” Khara answered.

“Well, that clears up that mystery,” I muttered. “So we’ve got seven tribes to worry about at the moment, but you don’t think your father’s tribe will be an immediate problem?”

“Theoretically.” Khara shrugged. “The other six will likely present problems for us first.”

“Okay, so what can you tell me about them?” I asked.

“The six tribe names are Nhodhur Nhan, Dhozhna Khi, Rakna, Xanthag, Dagham Ghur, and Kugarok,” Khara answered.

“That’s a fucking mouthful,” Ruby grumbled. “How are we supposed to remember all that?”

“I will write it down for you, small dwarf.” Khara smirked.

“Hey, I’m tall as shit compared to the rest of my people, and you damn well know it!” Ruby’s hands flew to her hips as she stamped her little foot, but she looked too cute to take seriously.

“Where are all these tribes based?” I asked. “And how big are each of them?”

“Nhodhur Nhan is in the far north,” Khara replied. “Dhozhna Khi and Rakna are both southeast of Nika’s home city of Ashgor.”

“You mean Ruby’s present?” Abby looked up from where she was now braiding Shitter’s candy-red mohawk. “Isn’t Ashgor going to be Ruby’s present, Daddy? So she can turn it into the most wonderful and terrifying death maze?”

“I haven’t decided anything about Ashgor yet, sweetie,” I said. “But before we do anything with it, we have to take care of these bad orcs.”

Akana was still perched on Sawsaw’s shoulders, but now she balled up her right hand into a tiny angry fist. Her dark red eyes glared as if every orc tribe stood in front of us, and then she pounded her small fist against the palm of her left hand like she was ready to pound some skulls.

“That’s my girl,” Khara said affectionately.

“What about the other three tribes?” Calli asked.

“Xanthag’s home base is west of here,” Khara answered. “Dagham Ghur is a mobile tribe with no fixed home location, and Kugarok is based far to the south.”

“So basically, there are orcs fucking everywhere,” Ruby concluded.

“This is true,” Khara told the ginger-haired dwarf. “Our greater numbers and presence throughout the underdark are part of why we are such fearsome opponents. In addition to our far superior abilities on the battlefield, obviously.”

“Don’t try to be modest or anything,” Ruby grumbled.

“Numbers?” Sawsaw sighed to bring us back on track.

“The first three tribes each have roughly fifteen thousand members,” Khara said casually, as if she hadn’t just delivered a piece of information that felt like a punch in the gut. “Xanthag and Dagham Ghur each have about twenty thousand, and Kugarok has eighty thousand.”

“Eighty fucking thousand?” I repeated, and my knees suddenly felt a little weak. “As in eight, zero, zero, zero, zero?”

“You are very good at numbers, Ken Jewell,” Nika swooned. “I am always soooo amazed by you.”

“You have to mean the whole tribe, right?” I demanded. “Eighty thousand total members, but that has to include children and old orcs. How many actual fighters are in Kugarok?”

“Eighty thousand.” Khara frowned. “I do not understand the question or your confusion. To be an orc is to be a fighter.”

“There are eighty thousand soldiers in Kugarok’s army?” I shook my head. “We might as well bend over now, because we’re fucked.”

“Ah, now I understand your confusion,” Khara said. “Every orc is a fighter, but not every orc is a soldier. Only the armies of each tribe are honor bound to come after me.”

“So we won’t get to face eighty thousand orcs from one tribe alone?” Nika pouted.

“Not unless we piss on the graves of each of their mothers and really set them off.” Khara gave a chuckle that sounded like a purr. “No, we will only have to face the soldiers of each tribe.”

“I guess I should have phrased my question a little differently,” I said as I ran my fingers through my thick hair. “How many soldiers will we be up against from each tribe?”

“The size of most orc armies is between ten and twenty percent of their total population,” Khara answered. “So even Kugarok’s army is probably not more than fifteen thousand orcs.”

“You say that like it’s supposed to reassure me.” I took a deep breath to try and calm my flipping stomach.

“But that is the biggest army.” Khara frowned. “That means all other armies are not as big, and so will be easier to eliminate.”

“Hold on,” Calli said as she played with her long blonde braid. “You said all orcs have distinct smells.”

“Yes, both tribes and individuals all have very different smells,” Khara answered.

“Does that mean you know which tribe attacked you in the tunnels by the quarry?” Calli asked.

“Of course,” Khara replied.

“Shit, maybe you should have led with that,” I muttered. “Who did they belong to? And please don’t say Kugarok with its eighty thousand members and fifteen thousand soldiers.”

“They were not Kugarok,” Khara said as she munched on another brownie. “The chieftain I killed was the chieftain of the Rakna tribe, but his soldiers will still come after us since I killed their leader. The rest of the orcs were also Rakna.”

“Rakna has about fifteen thousand members, right?” I asked. “So that means anywhere between one thousand five hundred and three thousand soldiers in their army?”

“Yes,” Khara confirmed.

“So good at numbers.” Nika’s emerald eyes sparkled as she looked up at me.

“This is so much worse than I thought,” I groaned. “It doesn’t matter if it’s one thousand or three thousand. Even a hundred orcs would be bad news. Fuck me, let me think for a minute.”

“Fuck you, or let you think?” Nika tilted her head to the side. “You are so good at multitasking that I bet you could do both!”

“Let me think,” I chuckled.

Nika was silent for all of two seconds before she slipped her arm into mine and whispered loudly. “Your expression says you are thinking of a very big and very kingly plan! Are you thinking of how many different ways we can kill the orcs? We can bash them and smash them! We can cut open their veins and tear out their brains! We can slice off their heads and slice off their nuts! We can stab them in the eyes and stab them in the guts!”

“You should write a book of fucked-up nursery rhymes,” I chuckled.

“Oh, I love this idea!” Nika bounced up and down, and her tits bounced in agreement. “Even now, when you are planning the best ways to strike at our enemies, you are still thinking of our children, Ken Jewell! You are such a wonderful father.”

“That’s not actually what I was thinking about, though,” I sighed. “Listen, I know all of you think we can take on anyone and everyone who comes against us, but this is serious. We could be facing three thousand orcs, and that’s just from one tribe. Plus, it’s not just us and our kids who I have to think about. I’m responsible for Torrance and his family too, and I don’t want to put them in this kind of danger.”

“It is better to live free and in danger than it is to live like a worm but be safe,” Calli said as she hugged her arms around herself. “You’re not really living if you’re not taking any risks. We all took a risk when we came into the light of the suns with you, my love. And we would take a thousand more risks like that if it means we get to spend even a minute longer with you.”

My chest tightened as much at the blonde siren’s words as at the look of pure devotion and trust she gave me.

“You know I feel the same way,” I said. “But I promised to keep you all safe, just like I promised to keep Torrance and his family safe, and--”

“C-Calli is right,” Matilda said, and even though her cheeks took on a deep pink blush, her voice grew a little firmer as she continued. “When the villagers kept driving us out from everywhere, they burned down every home we tried to set up, they destroyed our crops, and th-they… Well, they made life completely miserable for all four of us. I would have chosen death in an instant if it meant I could take down any of those bastards with me.”

“Seventeen-year-old human girls really do sound like the fiercest creatures,” Nika said dreamily.

“I’m glad you feel that way, Matilda,” I said, since I was genuinely surprised to hear the human girl speak so fiercely. “Just like I’m glad your family joined us here so you can live free, but what I’d really like is if we could all live both freely and safely.”

“Anytime someone is free and happy, someone else will try to take that freedom and happiness from them,” Calli said. “That is how it works in the underdark, anyway.”

“It’s not far off from the truth of the human world, too,” I sighed.

“Listen, it sounds like the orcs are coming whether we like it or not,” Ruby said. “So I don’t think we really have a choice about fighting them, do we?”

“We would if we left,” I said.

“Left?” Sawsaw tilted his head to the side like a confused puppy.

“Left home?” Shitter echoed.

“No!” Ruby gasped.

“No, no, no!” Nika cried. “This is our home! We cannot leave it!”

“Home doesn’t have to be one fixed place,” I said. “Home is wherever we’re all together, and it’s wherever we’re safe. If we just headed east for like three weeks, we could start over somewhere new, somewhere the orcs wouldn’t be able to track Khara’s smell. It would keep us alive, and we have enough wagons and horses that we would be able to bring most of our stuff with us.”

“I am afraid I must inform you that you are wrong, Ken Jewell.” Nika shook her head sadly. “Home is where your castle is, and that means this is our home.”

“In case you haven’t noticed, our castle is still pending.” I smirked.

“But it is on its way!” Nika argued. “If we travel far, far to the east, then how will we transport all our pretty new granite to build our new fortress?”

“I know it’s not really a practical idea, and I’m only half-serious about it,” I said. “I’m just worried. It’s going to take us weeks to build a completely granite wall, and--”

“It might be closer to months,” Ruby interrupted. “We still have to get the limestone to make the mortar, remember? And as much as I wish we could build a wall with dry-laid granite instead of mortared, it would be a stupid fucking choice if we want a wall that’s actually going to stand up against weather, underdark monsters, and human soldiers.”

“That just proves my point even more,” I said. “If we’re up against even just two thousand orcs from one tribe, the least we need is one hell of a wall to stand against them. That doesn’t even take into account if we have to take on more than two thousand at the same time. So--”

“It is very unlikely that we will need to fight more than one tribe at a time,” Khara interrupted. “Orcs may be berserkers in battle and true fanatics when it comes to the rules of honorable conduct, but we do not work well together. It is almost easier to tame a pregnant orc than to make an ally out of an enemy tribe.”

“Good to know, but I’m not sure how much that really matters, since we’re still talking about possibly facing between two thousand and sixteen thousand orcs at once,” I reminded her. “So if we’re weeks or months away from a solid stone wall, and if we definitely want to stay put where we are, then we need to come up with some solid plans to help us fight them.”

“We will think of the best plans, you will see!” Nika cheered like we’d already solved the problem.

“Like what?” I raised an eyebrow. “How would you propose we take out so many orcs, Nika?”

“Um, Khara?” Nika quickly redirected the question to the brunette warrior.

“Easy.” Khara crossed her arms over her chest. “With your muscles.”

“And your wives,” Calli added. “Even one wife from the underdark would be a ferocious addition to Clan Jewell, and you have four of us! We might all have different methods of fighting, but we will all happily tear open an enemy’s chest and feast upon his still beating heart if it would bring you honor or joy, Ken Jewell.”

I stared at the beautiful blonde for a second. Calli always stayed home whenever we went on underdark raids, and she looked like such a curvy, glamorous movie star slash supermodel that sometimes I forgot she hungered for blood and terror just as much as the rest of my wives, and that she was equally capable of killing anyone who crossed my family.

“Oh, I just thought of the best plan!” Nika said. “Ken Jewell will go back into the underdark and marry and impregnate as many new underdark wives as he can find! Then our clan will really be able to grow, and the orcs will not stand a chance against us!”

“There’s no way we have time for that before the orcs attack,” I groaned. “I’m not saying never, but we need a plan now with the family members we already have. I’m so glad I have all four of you--”

“And gobs!” Timber said. “Da has gobs, too.”

“And us!” Abby gestured to herself and her little sister.

“Trust me, I know better than anybody how deadly you all are and what a dangerous family we make,” I said. “But this is a bigger enemy than anything we’ve faced so far. We need more than just muscles and determination.”

Sawsaw slowly raised his hand with a gleeful little smirk on his face.

“What is it, buddy?” I asked. “Do you have an idea?”

“Bombs,” Sawsaw said triumphantly.

[image: ]




Chapter 2

I looked at my oldest son with so much pride and joy that I could have burst. He must not have read this in my facial expression though, because Sawsaw instantly started to explain, as if his good idea needed any backup.

“Black powder bombs,” Sawsaw said as he pointed at me. “Use against orcs at home or at orcs’ home. Even the odds.”

“You really are my son,” I laughed. “Bombs, that’s the fucking answer for sure. It was staring me right in the face, too!”

The younger gobs all looked around our granite worksite like the air was suddenly filled with invisible bombs, and I just chuckled at how literally they took everything.

“How many bombs do we have left from Ashgorheckamoofta?” Nika asked.

“Not enough,” I answered. “We can make more, though.”

“Would you really take bombs to the Rakna orcs’ home and attack them there?” Matilda whispered.

“If we can manage to do it in time, then yes,” I told her. “I don’t know how long it will be before the Rakna tribe tracks us back here, but if we have time to hunt them down first, then we’ll scout and attack their home base.”

“And if they find us before then?” Matilda’s gray-blue eyes were wide, but she actually looked more excited than scared.

“Then we’ll use the bombs like grenades and kill them here,” I said. “Either way, it’ll be a messy business. There are too many variables I don’t know yet, but at least now we have some place to start.”

“Do you have the ingredients you need to make more bombs?” Calli asked.

“No, I’m tapped out as far as saltpeter and ground sulfur goes,” I replied. “I’ll need to run to Hamstead and buy more of both from Elvira at the alchemist’s shop. Then we’ll have to go through the whole process of making black powder again and combining it with the ground-up cave crystals.”

“Ooh!” Abby’s hand shot into the air like a rocket. “Ooh, can we come to town with you, pretty please? Akana has never seen our future subjects or the village that we will be princesses of soon!”

“I’m afraid Akanateela is gonna have to wait a little longer before she can see Hamstead,” I told my daughters. “Abby can pass as human, but Akana is--”

I stopped when the little orc girl slid off Sawsaw’s shoulders and tramped over to stand beside me. She pushed her dark hair out of her face and looked up at me with her red eyes. Akana didn’t smile, but she did press her lips together in a way that made her little fangs dig into her upper lip, and the whole effect made her look so cute and terrifying and pitiful that I had to think carefully before I finished my thought.

“But… little Akana is the most beautiful little orc that has ever existed,” I continued. “No one would ever think to mistake her as human. She’s clearly far superior to their kind. Plus, it’ll be so much more satisfying when the villagers see Akana for the first time when we take over their town. Their terror will be that much sweeter if they’ve never seen her before, don’t you think?”

“Oh, what a wonderful thought!” Calli shivered from her crown to her toes, and the effect made her awesome breasts jiggle inside her tight dress. “I just felt the most delicious shudder of pleasure up and down my spine!”

“Yes, Ken Jewell is thinking like a true goblin king!” Nika gushed.

“More like a true orc chieftain.” Khara smirked and then turned to our daughter. “Is this acceptable to you, Akanateela?”

“I don’t want to be a stick in the mud, but I’m gonna have to put my foot down on this,” I said before my orc daughter could answer. “She cannot come with me to Hamstead when I go visit Elvira.”

“Akana understands both sides of the argument,” Khara told me. “Now, she must make her own decision.”

“But--”

“This is necessary for her development as a fearless orc warrior, Ken Jewell,” Khara interrupted.

“Even though she was literally born this morning?” I demanded.

“Orcs develop very quickly.” Khara shrugged.

Akana looked at me with an unreadable expression and then glanced at her mother with the same look. Finally, she turned back to me and gave a single solemn nod.

“She finds this plan acceptable,” Khara declared. “She is lucky to have such a wise and thoughtful father.”

My shoulders dropped back down from where my tension had accidentally hiked them up to my ears. The blood rushed down my arms like normal now that I was no longer constricting its flow, and I exhaled in relief that Akana had made the right decision.

If Akana had still wanted to come with me to Hamstead, I wasn’t sure what I would have done. I wouldn’t have let her since it was way too dangerous, but my little goth girl looked as fiercely determined as her mother, and it would have been one hell of a fight to contradict them both.

I had no doubt we would butt heads one day about how exactly my little orc girl was going to grow up and behave, but at least it wasn’t today.

“Can I still go?” Abby whispered.

“I haven’t decided if I want anyone to come with me or not,” I replied. “I’ll make up my mind when it’s time to go, but we’re not going today, anyway.”

“He said ‘we,’ did you hear?” Abby giggled to Sawsaw. “That means I’m going!”

“Maybe,” I said. “We’ll see.”

“No bombs today?” Sawsaw asked.

“As much as I’d like to start on the black powder this afternoon, I think there’s a couple other things we need to get going on first,” I replied. “I still want us to start construction on the wall as soon as possible, but we can’t make any progress on that until we get some limestone.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I can build a solid as shit dry-laid wall,” Ruby said as if I had personally insulted every dwarven ability she had. “But I promised to build you a wall that even a thousand-pound dragon couldn’t knock down, and that means I need some fucking limestone mortar.”

“Don’t worry,” I laughed. “There’s no point in doing something if we’re only gonna do it half-assed. No, I want the wall to be built good and proper, and if that means we need to get some limestone, then we’ll get some damn limestone.”

“And build a kiln,” Ruby added. “We have to heat the limestone up before we can grind it and turn it into mortar, remember?”

“Right, we need to get limestone and build a kiln,” I answered. “Then once we have the wall underway, I’ll head to Hamstead and get more supplies for black powder. But Khara, if there is any scent or trace or the slightest hint that the Rakna or any other tribe is circling any closer, then I need you to tell me ASAP.”

“I do not think sap will help you if this happens,” the brunette orc warrior replied. “Unless you intend to pour boiling sap down on our enemies from the top of the wall. That would be a reasonable use of sap in this case.”

“It’s an abbreviation,” I chuckled. “It means I need you to tell me as soon as possible. No surprises, okay?”

“I will tell you if I sense the Rakna tribe or any other orc tribe getting closer to our location,” Khara agreed.

“Thank you,” I said, and I felt relieved that I didn’t have to argue my point on this score. “Now listen, I know we’ve only taken a couple catnaps today, so we’re all pretty tired. But if I’ve learned anything about orcs from Khara and Akana, it’s that they don’t wear out easily.”

“This is true.” Khara nodded as she examined her long black claws. “We do not hunt to live. Orcs live to hunt. It is not a task we put up with because it is the only way to survive. It is our greatest joy.”

“I’m sure they’ll keep trying to pick up our trail, and that means we need to keep moving fast,” I continued. “I’d like to get some limestone today so we can start on the wall by tomorrow, and I need a few of you to help me with it. If you’re all too tired--”

“We are not too tired, Ken Jewell,” Nika interrupted. “We might live in the beautiful daylight thanks to your magical lovemaking abilities, but we are still creatures of the underdark. We do not tire like humans do. We do not need as much rest as humans do. We only wish to kill our enemies, to win our victories, and to grow and keep our families well.”

“When you need us, we are never too tired,” Calli purred. “We want all the same things you do, and we will do whatever we need to accomplish them.”

“In that case,” I said with a grin, “I have some ideas about what I’d like you all to do.”

“Nika and I know where to find the best limestone,” Ruby volunteered. “I can sleep when I’m dead, so I’m game to come along for the ride.”

“I was going to ask you and Nika to both come with me,” I said. “I’ll need a few extra hands to help me load the limestone we find, but I also want to leave most everybody here. I want construction on the kiln to get started while we’re away, but I also want there to be plenty of fighters. Just in case the duke’s soldiers show up while I’m gone, I want us to at least stand a chance of defending our home.”

“But Ruby is so good at building things!” Nika said. “How will she build a kiln and come with us to find limestone at the same time? Unless she has suddenly discovered how to be in two places at once!”

“Actually, I think my boy Timber here can take charge of kiln construction.” Ruby clapped Timber on the shoulder, and the little green gob gulped like he had just swallowed a whole frog. “He’s really taken to the dwarven way of building things, at least when he’s not gnawing on wood to sharpen up his teeth.”

“Gahh.” Timber’s green cheeks flushed with pleasure at his Aunt Ruby’s praise.

“I’m glad to hear it,” I said. “But are you sure? A kiln isn’t exactly a small undertaking.”

“Plans here,” Timber said as he tapped his temple.

“I’ve already talked to him about how to build the kiln,” Ruby explained. “When we were working on the wagons and carts to take on our granite quarry runs, we had some leftover planks. I started going over how we could use them to build a rough kiln. It might not be the prettiest kiln any dwarf has ever made, but it’ll probably be the prettiest one a gob’s ever dreamed of. And it should be safe enough not to explode and hot enough to bring the limestone to the right temperature.”

“Well, shit.” I pulled the petite redhead toward me and kissed the top of her ginger hair. “Aren’t you just all kinds of perfect?”

“You can thank me later,” Ruby chuckled and blew me a kiss. “Right now, we’ve got some limestone to get!”

“Okay, so Timber will take the lead on building the kiln while we’re gone this afternoon,” I announced with a touch of pride. “Sawsaw, I want you to stay here to help him, and I want Fetch and Burp to help, too.”

“Sawsaw,” my oldest son agreed. “Watch for soldiers. Build kiln. Watch gobs.”

“You read my mind,” I said. “Khara will stay behind too in case there’s any fighting, and so will Calli. You’ll need to fortify defenses if you have time, check on all the alarm systems, that kind of thing.”

“We will take care of it,” Khara answered.

“I also want Abby and Akana to stay here,” I continued, “and I want you two to do whatever your moms say, whether it’s manning the alarm bell system, checking and organizing our arsenal, or just helping build the limestone kiln.”

“Can we also play with Handsome?” Abby asked.

The shaggy black wolf-dog bounded toward the little siren right on cue. He was slobbering through his bared teeth, and his ears were back like he was about to tackle and then bite Abby’s head off, but I knew the wolf-dog would never even think about hurting my little girl. He just raced toward her instead, skidded to a stop right at her feet, and rolled onto his back so he could get some much-deserved belly scratches.

“You can play with Handsome as much as you want, as long as you help your brothers and your moms with whatever they need,” I said.

“Okay!” Abby buried her face in Handsome’s shaggy belly.

“Da?” Shitter was bouncing on his toes like his mother often did, but the effect was less cute on him than it was on Nika. Mostly, he just looked like he was about to piss his pants.

“Gobs smash?” Canigo whispered as he gripped his warhammer like it was Thor’s Mjolnir.

“I don’t know how much opportunity you’ll have for smashing this time,” I chuckled. “But yeah, I want Shitter, Canigo, and Blink to come with me, Nika, and Ruby on our limestone run this afternoon.”

Shitter pounded his fist on his chest like Tarzan, and Canigo and Blink jumped up and down until Canigo’s warhammer smacked Blink in the thigh. Blink yelped and dropped to his knees, but he grabbed the head of the hammer and jabbed the handle back into Canigo’s stomach so the other gob tumbled down to the ground beside him.

“I’m glad you’re all so excited,” I snickered. “If everything goes right, it should be a pretty boring trip, but I’ll need your help transporting the limestone back home.”

“Where limestone?” Shitter asked.

I looked at Ruby and Nika for the answer.

“North of Ashgor,” they both answered at once, and they gasped as they looked at one another.

“Beside the bottomless lake?” Nika asked.

“Next to the Cliffs of Pain?” Ruby demanded.

“Yes!” Nika said. “I can’t believe we are talking about the same limestone quarry!”

“Hey, that used to be a hell of an important place back when there were still enough dwarves to operate our railways,” Ruby said. “I can’t help that goblins found out about the site and used it for target practice or graffiti art with your enemies’ blood, whatever it was that your clan used to do.”

“It was probably not the most practical way to use limestone,” Nika giggled. “But it was the most fun!”

“I’m just glad you both know where we’re going,” I said. “You can tell me more on the way. How much do you think we’ll need to start out, Ruby?”

“One big old wagon full should set us up to begin with,” the small woman answered. “Do you think any of the draft horses are up for another trip?”

“They have rested all morning and afternoon,” I replied. “They’re bred to be workhorses though, so I think they’ll do just fine. We’ll just take one pair and one wagon to start out with, and if everything looks good when we reach the limestone, then we can come back with more wagons and horses next time.”

“How will you transport it all back to the surface?” Calli asked.

“There is an old dwarven mine rail close to the quarry,” Ruby replied. “We can ride it most of the way back to the surface if we take a different route than we normally do, and then we’ll only have to push it a short distance ourselves.”

“Will you let me sing for you before you leave?” Calli laid her hand on my arm. “I know you have the stamina and willpower of a god, but you should still let me give you a little boost of energy to help sustain you.”

“I hope I do have the stamina and willpower of a god,” I laughed. “But my body is still very much human, so I’d appreciate any help you want to give me. Let me just get everything set up for our departure first, and then you can sing right before we leave.”

Matilda went to ask her brothers to hitch up two draft horses to one of the wagons, and Timber led Sawsaw, Fetch, and Burp toward Ruby’s workshop. The little gob had his chest totally puffed out like he had been given the most serious responsibility, and he wasn’t wrong. Without a proper kiln, we wouldn’t be able to make the mortar up to Ruby’s standards, and then we’d have to wait even longer to start on the wall.

I’d noticed that Timber had really taken an interest in woodwork when we had first started constructing the wagons, and it made me proud to see him coming into his own. Sure, he still wanted to smash and kill as much as the next little green monster, but Timber had also found something that might really be cut out for him.

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t feeling as puffed up about this as Timber was. It was incredible to see my gob boys coming into their own, even if it was a bit of a struggle to get them there.

Nika and Calli went with Matilda into the house to gather up more snacks for our trip back into the underdark, and I took a few minutes to wash most of the grime from last night off my body. There wasn’t enough time for a full bath, but I was at least able to wash my face, wipe the dirt and sweat from my upper body, and change into a clean t-shirt.

I met Markus at the drawbridge with the pair of draft horses he had hitched up to one of Ruby’s sturdy oak wagons. The gobs who were working on the kiln were nowhere in sight, and I was glad it seemed like they were staying focused so far. Sawsaw would help them if they got off track, and I was sure one hungry glance from Khara would also snap them back to their task if needed.

Akana and Abby were running after Handsome in the grass, but Khara and Calli had both come to the drawbridge to see us off. After Nika climbed up into the back of the wagon with Shitter, Canigo, and Blink, I helped Ruby into the driver’s seat and then turned to tell my other two wives goodbye.

“If you are gone so long that it becomes dark, do not be alarmed,” Khara said. “It is unlikely that any orcs from the Rakna tribe will find us so soon. The one who escaped will have to travel all the way back home to report everything that happened before they send out another war party. Then they will still have to return to the quarry and try to pick up my trail from there. And that can only happen once the war party has been appropriately washed, robed, consecrated, and received new piercings.”

“Um, would you like to elaborate on any of that, Khara?” Ruby gaped at the brunette warrior. “New piercings? Consecration? Robing? Are orcs warriors or priests?”

“We like our rituals.” Khara shrugged. “It takes time, but a war party who has been through the appropriate preparation ritual stands a much better chance of defeating its enemies. Many orcs are too impatient, but there are many others who understand the importance of quieting our minds so we may better hear the heartbeats of our enemies.”

“I want to have a war party preparation piercing party!” Nika cried. “That sounds like so much fun!”

“Maybe one of these days you can take us through one.” I smiled at Khara. “Even though I think we’ve been doing just fine without any ritual preparations.”

“That is because we have you, husband,” Khara answered.

“We should be back by the time the first sun sets,” I said.

“May you all come back safely and with as much limestone as the horses can pull,” Calli declared, and then she took my hands in her own. “Now, close your eyes and let me give you some strength.”

Her fingers were cool where they gripped mine. At first, Calliope was completely silent, and all I could hear was my own pulse throbbing gently in my ears. I couldn’t hear the gobs at Ruby’s workshop or Abby and Akana’s gleeful shrieks as they ran around the yard. I couldn’t even hear the birds that usually flew all around our home or the bees that were busy in the vegetable garden.

It was so silent that the whole world seemed to be asleep.

Then I realized that it wasn’t because everyone had suddenly gotten quiet. It was because Calli had already started to sing before I even heard the first note. She hummed one note so low that it seemed to vibrate the ground under our feet, but the beautiful siren didn’t even take a breath. She just kept humming the same note until I felt so lulled that I couldn’t have opened my eyes even if I wanted to.

My muscles felt as paralyzed as my eyes, but not in a bad way. It just felt like every line of tension, every kink in my muscles, every sore joint, every aching limb, all melted into a warm bath until I was so relaxed that I never wanted to move.

Just when every part of my body felt like it had been made brand new, Calli’s low humming turned into a song. She built each note carefully on top of the last one until it sounded like her voice was rising and falling up a ladder that led from the depths of the underdark all the way to the starry heights of heaven.

The more she sang, the more my soul seemed to climb with her, and I wondered if I still even had a body at all, or if I was just a collection of stardust hurtling toward some distant planet.

It felt like I was the first person who had ever existed and that Calli’s song was slowly bringing me to life.

Then Calliope’s song began to change. The notes were louder and more forceful now, like a song that would spur men to war and brave deeds. As these new notes washed over me, I felt how firmly my feet were planted on the earth. Fresh blood surged into every muscle, and I felt myself capable of anything. I had rested, and now I was renewed. I felt like I could leap over tall buildings in a single bound, run faster than a cheetah, or even tear apart a bugbear with my bare hands.

Finally, the siren swelled her song to such a crest that it was like every orgasm I’d ever had all rolled into one body-shaking shudder. She held the last note until my body finished its shudder, and then she gently squeezed my hands again.

“Better?” Calli broke the silence with a gentle whisper.

“Holy fucking shit on a stick!” Ruby swore from the driver’s seat of the wagon. “What was that? Are you secretly a fucking goddess or something? By the Stone Mother and the Bone Father, holy shit!”

“I don’t think I could put it better myself,” I said as I opened my eyes but kept my grip on Calli’s cool fingers. “That was an incredibly powerful song, Calli. I feel like I just got back from vacation instead of back from a night and day of hauling granite around.”

“And fighting a bunch of orcs and soldiers!” Nika added.

“Yeah, that too,” I said. “We don’t deserve you, sweetheart.”

“Nonsense, it’s the least I can do to help support my family.” But the pink flush that crept into Calli’s cheeks told me how pleased she was by the compliment.

“Thank you,” I said, and then I tilted her chin up toward me so I could kiss the beautiful blonde.

The moment our tongues met each other, it felt like I was hurtling through space again, only this time I felt like a burning supernova. The sweet taste of Calli’s lips consumed every thought until I suddenly found myself kissing both Calli and Khara at once.

The tall orc warrior had stepped between us so her tongue could join ours, and for a few minutes of mind-numbing pleasure, we enjoyed a three-way kiss that the gods themselves would have envied.

A gagging sound from Canigo pulled us out of it eventually, and I smiled at both my wives who were going to stay behind.

“We’ll be back soon,” I said. “Stay safe.”

“We will,” Khara declared.

“You too,” Calli whispered and then licked her red lips.

When I hopped up in the driver’s seat beside Ruby, my muscles still felt like they had enjoyed a week of rest. I took the reins from her, drove us across the drawbridge, and then glanced behind me to make sure my family pulled the drawbridge back up.

As soon as I saw that they were as secure as possible, I turned my attention back to the familiar path in front of me and started driving us toward our usual underdark entrance. Half an hour later, we were parked beside the cave, and I tied up the horses loosely enough that they could graze but tight enough so they wouldn’t wander off.

I might trust Charlie enough to stay in one place whenever I went on a mission to the underdark, but these horses were still new, and I didn’t want them to get confused about where home was or who their master was.

After I threw a few apples on the ground for the horses, I led my wives and sons into the underdark.

We followed a back route that Ruby knew would take us to the old limestone quarry north of Ashgor. It didn’t take us long to find the dwarven railway my petite wife had mentioned, and it looked like it would still work just fine. It might be a little rusty and broken in a few spots, but overall, I was pretty sure it would make carting the limestone back up to the surface a hell of a lot easier.

“Damn, Ruby, how come we’ve never come this way before?” I asked. “As many times as we’ve been back and forth down here, I’m surprised you haven’t ever suggested this route.”

“Um, yeah, I guess that is funny, isn’t it?” Ruby swallowed like she had planned to say more and then changed her mind.

“You wouldn’t be leaving out any important information, would you?” I raised an eyebrow.

“It’s been ages and ages since I came this way.” Ruby waved away my concerns with her hand. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

“You’re sure what’s nothing?” I demanded.

“Hold on, I need to focus!” Ruby nodded at the narrow plank bridge up ahead that spanned an endless chasm below.

“Do not worry so much, Ken Jewell!” Nika called as she easily pranced across the bridge. “If there are any secret monsters hiding in the lake, you will be sure to kill them!”

“See, that doesn’t exactly make me feel reassured!” I called back.

Shitter and Ruby crossed the bridge after Nika, but I waited until Canigo and Blink were safely across before I followed them. The plank bridge groaned and swayed beneath my weight, and there weren’t even any handrails to help with balance. I just had to run across the bridge as fast as I could instead, and when I made it to the other side, I would have kissed the moss-covered ground in gratitude if I didn’t think the moss might kill me.

“No railway,” Shitter said as he gestured to the plank bridge and chasm that we’d have to cross again on our way back.

“That’s just an old dwarven safety measure,” Ruby said. “Now watch, and be amazed!”

The petite redhead jumped on a stone that was covered with a slightly lighter shade of moss than the rest of them. It shrieked for a second like she had just summoned a horde of the undead, but then a stone platform rumbled free of the cliff edge. It extended all the way across the chasm and was covered in the same railway track that existed on either side of the chasm.

“Ta-da!” Ruby grinned.

My three goblin sons just gaped at her, and even Nika seemed wordless for once. I was stunned too, but I immediately sprang to the edge of the cliff, dropped to my belly, and peered over the edge to try and better understand the feat of engineering I had just witnessed.

The stone platform looked like it had always been there as a bridge from one side of the chasm to the other. I could barely even see a seam in the cliff face where the moving platform had emerged, but it seemed like the movable railway had been built on a wedge-shaped rock that the dwarves had somehow managed to pull out of the side of the cliff.

I honestly wasn’t sure how they’d done it. Then again, the dwarves were responsible for building most of the tunnels and caverns in the underdark, so I also wasn’t exactly surprised by this cleverness.

“That’s really something, Ruby.” I pushed myself back up to my feet. “And you’re sure it’s secure?”

“Pretty sure!” the redhead replied. “It’s about as sure as anything else down here.”

“Speaking of that,” I said as we continued forward along the railway, “what do you both mean about secret monsters hiding in the lake?”

“I’ve never actually seen anything there, only heard stories about the lake and the waterways all spilling into it,” Nika said. “Have you seen anything, Ruby?”

“No, I’ve only heard the old underdark legends,” the small redhead replied. “But if the goblins never had any trouble with the lake, then I’m sure it’s fine. Probably just an underdark myth.”

“Most myths start for a reason,” I muttered.

But then the limestone quarry came into view up ahead, and I forgot all about any danger, real or imagined.

The tunnel ahead of us emptied out into a gleaming, pale blue chamber with a ceiling so far above our heads that I couldn’t see it. Almost ten other tunnels opened up into the cavern too, but each one held a teeming river that spilled over the edge of a cliff all the way down into the huge dark lake in the middle of the chamber.

In spite of the waterfalls all pouring into the dark water, the surface of the lake was so still that it almost looked like an endless dark chasm instead of the bottomless lake that Nika and Ruby mentioned. The lake seemed to swallow up every waterfall the moment it touched the surface, so it looked like the rivers all suddenly stopped flowing just before they reached it.

“Well, that’s… spooky,” I muttered.

Only the light from the blue crystals along the walls and floor of the chamber gave it away as a lake. They all reflected off the surface, so it was more obvious that it was water, but it wasn’t exactly reassuring to know it was deep water instead of a deep cavern.

Behind the lake and directly in front of us was a pale gray-blue hill of limestone. It was gently sloped in a series of terraces, so the whole thing looked like a series of soft, Play-Doh like mounds. Of course, I knew the limestone blocks all around the base of the hill weren’t soft or Play-Doh like at all, but it was still a pretty picture.

The railway beside us sloped down a gradual hill to our right, and it curved all the way around the edge of the chamber on a steady decline. I followed the track of the railway to see where we would have to go, and I saw that it ran right next to two steep cliff faces to the right of the lake.

I instantly realized these must be the Cliffs of Pain that my wives had mentioned. Each cliff was a solid hundred feet tall, but every inch was studded with pale blue crystals, so the whole cavern seemed to give off a light hum of electricity. There was a tiny gap between the two cliffs, but it couldn’t have been more than two feet wide, and it looked like the crystals continued in between the two cliffs as well. Anyone who braved the gap to see where it went would have to be paper-thin if they didn’t want to immediately electrocute themselves.

“Ouch,” Blink whispered as he stared at the cliffs of crystals.

“Yeah, buddy,” I agreed. “That would be a serious ouch.”

The railway kept circling the edge of the chamber toward the old limestone quarry, and for about thirty feet, it ran along a narrow strip of shoreline just between the edge of the lake and the Cliffs of Pain. The strip of shoreline was probably about four feet wide so there would be room to move, but we would still have to be careful not to bump into the cliff of crystals.

“Oh, I never thought about this, but the limestone here perfectly matches Matilda’s pretty gray-blue eyes!” Nika clapped her hands. “How lovely! Maybe you can take her here soon for a date, Ken Jewell!”

“She’s seventeen, Nika.” I rolled my eyes. “How many times do we have to go over this?”

“I know seventeen-year-old human girls are very, very dangerous,” Nika replied. “But do not worry! You defeated Khara for the right to marry her, and you also tamed her during her entire pregnancy! If you can take on a pregnant orc, you can definitely breed a seventeen-year-old human girl!”

“It’s not happening,” I repeated. “I mean it, she’s too young.”

“I think I know why Ken wants to wait,” Ruby announced. “Humans gain their magical powers when they turn eighteen, right?”

“So you are just waiting until Matilda comes into her powers?” Nika gasped. “Of course! What a good idea! Then Matilda will be even more powerful than she is now, and she will make an even better wife for you!”

“That would still leave us the problem of human pregnancies, though.” Ruby frowned. “And little humans take forever to grow up and are really fucking vulnerable until they do. Maybe if we--”

“Nobody is marrying Matilda, and nobody’s making babies with her,” I said firmly. “That’s the end of the discussion. Now, let’s get some limestone and hope there’s nothing living in the lake.”

“Ooh, did you see the water move?” Nika jumped and pointed at the completely still surface of the lake.

“No, where?” I demanded.

“Just kidding!” Nika giggled, and the three goblin boys cackled along with her.

“Remind me to tell you the story about a boy who cried wolf sometime,” I groaned.

“Is he trying to turn into a werewolf?” Nika asked. “Is that why he cries for the other wolves to come help him?”

“No, that’s not the point at all,” I chuckled. “The boy keeps saying there’s a wolf, and all the villagers come running to kill it, but it turns out the boy is lying every time because he wants to get attention. Then when a wolf finally does show up, he cries out again, but no one believes him so no one comes to save him.”

“And then he makes a tasty meal for the wolf!” Nika said. “What a wonderful story, Ken Jewell. It is full of stupid humans and has a happy ending for the poor hungry wolf! I like this story very much.”

“Story good,” Shitter grunted.

“I bet that didn’t go over how you imagined,” Ruby snorted.

“Not exactly,” I muttered.

I led my family down the gentle slope to reach the bottom of the cavern. I could already see a number of mining carts all scattered around the abandoned quarry, and I guessed one trip would be enough to fill up the wagon waiting for us at the underdark entrance.

When we reached the narrow strip of shoreline between the dark lake and the Cliffs of Pain, I kept glancing back and forth from the water to the crystals. Up close, these crystals seemed even sharper than they usually did, and I wondered if someone would be more likely to impale themselves or electrocute themselves if they were thrown up against it.

I hoped we wouldn’t have to find out.

“Is there enough limestone already cut?” I asked Ruby when we reached the main quarry site. “I brought tools in my molle pack in case we need to mine some more.”

“Eh, we can probably make do with this amount of stone.” Ruby nodded at the blocks of limestone scattered along the shoreline of the lake. “I’d like a little more, but this would at least get us started. I know you’re eager to get going on the wall, so we can always come back and carve out some more when we have a little more time.”

“Yeah, but we’re already here,” I said. “We might as well do the job right. As soon as I make some more black powder, I can come back down and blast some limestone free.”

“I know we do not have any black powder right now, Ken Jewell,” Nika said. “But we have two cliffs filled with happy humming crystals! Maybe if we smash them and throw them against the limestone, we could blow free a lot more limestone!”

“Uh, did you forget how unstable crystals are when they’re all ground up?” I asked. “We blew a massive hole south of the river, and the water damn near flooded us out.”

“Okay, that’s enough fun talk,” Ruby scoffed. “Unless we have time for a quick little romp, everybody needs to stop talking about blowing massive things and flooding holes with other things, or I am going to lose my mind. I am three months pregnant and raring to go.”

Blink scratched his head like he was trying to figure out what “romp” meant, but Shitter and Canigo both gagged and fell on their knees like they were giving the performance of their lives.

“Easy on the drama,” I told the goblin boys with a smile. “We’ll table that conversation for now, for Ruby’s sake. But no, we will not be using the crystals to mine any more limestone. Today, we can just do this the old-fashioned way.”

“Old-fashioned way?” Shitter asked.

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “It means we hit it a lot until it breaks.”

“Old-fashioned!” Shitter grinned and pounded his fists together.

Before we carved out any more limestone by hand though, I figured we might as well load up the mining carts and see exactly how much room was left afterward. It was hard work to pick up each block of limestone in pairs and place them in the mining carts, but my muscles still felt so energized by Calli’s song this afternoon that I barely felt my exertions. We loaded up one cart after another without any trouble, and even the gobs did their part without complaining.

“If your father’s clan knew about this place, why didn’t your people ever do anything with all this limestone?” Ruby panted when we were taking a break.

“Because we are goblins, silly!” Nika laughed. “We destroy things! We do not build them! At least not before Ken Jewell became our goblin king.”

“Yeah, I guess it’s more dwarf-like to build instead of destroy,” Ruby admitted. “Lucky for you, or Ashgor would never have been built in the first place!”

“It is true that the dwarves built Ashgorheckamoofta.” Nika nodded from where she sat perched on the edge of a limestone block. “It is also true that the dwarves lost Ashgorheckamoofta because they could not defend it against the goblins.”

“And the goblins lost it to Clan Jewell because they could not defend against us all together,” I said quickly to avoid any possible hurt feelings on Ruby’s part.

Nika might be right, but I knew it was still a sensitive subject that the dwarves had ever lost Ashgor in the first place.

Blink suddenly yelped behind me.

I whirled toward him in case anything had emerged from the bottomless lake, but I rolled my eyes when I saw him and his brothers. Canigo had managed to knock off one of the crystals from the Cliffs of Pain at the base, and now he and Shitter were taking turns tormenting Blink.

The two older gobs had wrapped the bottom of the crystal with a rag so they could grip it without hurting themselves, and now they chased around their little brother to try and shock him with it. The next time Canigo almost caught him, Blink ducked out of his grasp and dashed into the shallows of the lake to escape from his brothers.

The only problem was that the lake didn’t have any shallows.

The moment Blink stepped foot in the water, he sank completely below the surface.

Then the water closed over his head and became just as still as it had been before. Not even a ripple crossed the water, and it was like the little gob had never set foot in the lake in the first place.

“The lake must really be bottomless!” Nika gasped. “How clever of Blink to figure it out!”

“Uh, yeah, but he’s also not popping back up,” Ruby whispered. “There’s not even any air bubbles!”

I couldn’t wait any longer to see if Blink would swim up to the surface on his own. My sons all knew the basics of how to swim thanks to lessons with Abby and Calli, but there was clearly something unnatural about this lake.

I had already taken my molle pack off when we started working on the limestone, but I didn’t even bother taking off my utility belt. I just sprinted toward the lake and then cannonballed into the water right beside the spot where Blink had disappeared.

I opened my eyes as soon as I hit the cold water, but it looked like I had opened my eyes onto the vastness of space. Everything was pitch black in every direction. Even the water above me should have been lighter since I was right below the surface, but the same darkness loomed in every direction.

I tried to exhale a few bubbles to see which direction they floated, just to make sure my internal compass wasn’t off about which way was up. It was so dark that I couldn’t even see the bubbles, but I brought my hand up in front of my face so I could feel them instead.

My sense of direction was right, but that didn’t help me figure out where Blink was down here. I lashed my arms out in front of me and hoped I would be able to grab onto the little gob, but I felt nothing but cold water and saw nothing but more of the same darkness.

Then two glowing lights appeared from out of the darkness to my right. They were about two feet away from each other, but each one looked about the size of a bowling ball. They were a pale piss-colored yellow, and when I turned to look at them, I saw tiny diamond-shaped pupils in the middle of what I now realized were two glowing eyes.

We had woken up the underdark legend in the lake.
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Chapter 3

I didn’t wait around to see what kind of creature was attached to those two big eyes. I used the light from the glowing orbs instead to look around and immediately saw Blink struggling to kick up toward the surface.

I started to swim toward him even as my lungs began to burn, but I couldn’t understand why my son wasn’t making any progress despite his body flailing around in every direction. He was using his arms like crazy, but his legs seemed to be immobile.

The moment the glowing yellow eyes leered closer to us, I realized why Blink was struggling.

A thick, scaly tentacle was wrapped around both his ankles. All of Blink’s clawing and biting couldn’t free himself from the creature’s grip, and I only hoped the tentacle belonged to the same monster that had the glowing yellow eyes.

If there were two of these things, we’d be super fucked.

I almost pulled out my M17 to use one of my precious few bullets, but I decided against it at the last second. Firing a gun underwater was all sorts of tricky, and there was no time for any mistakes right now. So instead, just as the creature’s glowing eyes illuminated two more tentacles swinging toward us, I kicked forward out of their reach, grabbed my buck knife, and buried the blade in the tentacle around my son.

I carved through the tentacle until a spray of ink-like blood clouded the dark water around us, but a noise like a shrieking freight train filled the lake. We’d hurt the bastard, and now we just needed to get out of the water before he could grab us again.

And also before we ran out of oxygen.

I grabbed Blink by the elbow and started kicking us both up toward the surface, but it seemed to be farther away than I realized. I kept kicking as another shriek filled the water behind us, and I risked a quick backward glance to make sure we weren’t about to be squid food.

The glowing eyes were moving toward us at a dizzying speed, but that wasn’t what made my heart slam into my ribcage. It wasn’t even the many scaly tentacles that were all shooting toward us like meteors about to end life as we knew it.

It was the open, shrieking mouth just below the pair of piss-colored eyes. Two massive rows of teeth gaped at us, and each tooth had to be at least as long as my buck knife.

I had a bad feeling when I saw the tentacles, but thanks to plenty of video games growing up, now I knew exactly what we were up against.

It was a fucking kraken.

If we wanted to stand a chance against it, we needed to get out of the water faster than we had ever moved before.

The last gulp of air in my lungs burned into oblivion, but I used it to give us one final kick to reach the surface. My head broke the still water right beside Blink’s, but we couldn’t even stop to enjoy the air that flooded our bodies and made our chests inflate with life again.

I just kicked my legs with a vengeance while I pulled my son toward the shore with one arm, and I waved my buck knife back and forth through the water behind us like a kind of rearguard with the other. Shitter and Canigo were both on their knees at the shore, ready to help us scramble out, and Nika and Ruby both stood behind them with their knives and axes drawn.

“Kraken!” I shouted.

“Oh, then it is true!” Nika waved her dagger around. “How exciting!”

I pushed Blink up toward his brothers, and they quickly pulled him out of the water. Something lashed around my ankle a split second later, but a quick downward stab freed me from the kraken’s grip, and I pulled myself out of the deep water and onto the sandy shore.

Then I scrambled backward away from the edge of the lake. I managed to push myself up to my feet, and then I pulled Blink up and patted his back to help him cough the water up from his lungs. Shitter and Canigo both tried to help pat his back, and I could tell they felt bad about making him fall in the water in the first place.

As soon as my older sons took charge of Blink, I turned my full attention to the motionless waters of the lake. I still had my buck knife gripped in one hand, but I pulled out my axe with my free hand so I was doubly armed. Ruby had her axe raised in front of her body, and Nika looked as eager to use her claws and teeth as she did the dagger in her hand, but no tentacles broke the surface yet.

“Is it gone?” Ruby whispered.

“Krakens do not usually give up so easily,” Nika answered. “They can breathe in water or air, they can fit up to four goblins in their mouths at once, they can--”

“You know an awful lot about krakens for somebody who supposedly didn’t have any trouble with this lake before.” Ruby narrowed her hazel eyes at the other woman. “Are you sure there’s nothing else you want to share with the rest of us?”

“I just know what our old legends used to say!” Nika said cheerfully.

“Did your old legends say anything about how to kill them?” I gritted my teeth when I saw a ripple flow across the water.

“Umm, I guess stab them a lot?” the goblin woman giggled.

There was no time to come up with a better strategy than the go-to goblin default of ‘stabby-stab it in the head until it’s good and super dead.’ A swarm of scaly dark red tentacles shot out of the water all at once, followed by the biggest and ugliest head I’d ever seen.

It looked like a squid had a baby with an angler fish, but then got hopped up on some steroids in the process. The kraken shrieked so loud that all the crystals on the Cliffs of Pain seemed to chatter against each other, and then the kraken started to swim and crawl toward us out of the water. His tentacles led the way, but it didn’t look like it would be long before his massive head reached us and tried to gobble us up as a snack.

Still, the tentacles reached us first.

“Ooh, it looks like we get two tentacles each!” Nika cried as she jumped onto one like it was a mechanical bull.

The tentacle immediately whipped her upward, but the green-skinned woman plowed her knife into the scales over and over like she was auditioning for Psycho. She cut through half the limb before the kraken threw her into the air, but Nika tumbled like a gymnast down onto the next closest tentacle.

“Weeeeee!” As she started the process of stabby-stabbing all over again, the rest of us launched ourselves at the other closest tentacles. Shitter hacked back and forth between two of them with his hatchet, and Canigo used his warhammer to pound another tentacle into a bloody pulp.

Blink had recovered from his underwater ordeal enough to fight back, too. Now he used the crystal that his brothers had knocked loose to stab at the suction cups on the undersides of the kraken’s tentacles. Every time the crystal found an inch of soft flesh, Blink drove it in and sent a shudder of electricity up the kraken’s limbs.

Ruby and I quickly found ourselves fighting side by side against five of the creature’s limbs. The monster moved them around so fast that it was hard to get a clear strike at any of them, but the kraken’s head was weaving back and forth in the water just as quickly. I had precious few bullets left, and I wasn’t about to waste one in a missed shot, so I waited until I was absolutely sure I would get my target.

I lobbed my axe down onto a tentacle just before it wrapped around Ruby’s thigh, and I used enough force to pin the limb to the sandy shoreline. The blade hadn’t cut all the way through the tentacle, but I quickly brought my buck knife around to stab deeper into the injured limb. For a second, I felt like I was cutting the tentacle like it was a giant piece of scaly steak, but then I managed to slice all the way through it.

The kraken howled again and slingshotted the wounded tentacle back toward his head. The severed tip flopped around on the shore for a few seconds before it grew still, but right before I lunged toward the kraken’s next limb, I watched the injured tentacle wriggle and then regrow itself like I’d never severed it in the first place.

“Shit!” I shouted. “The limbs grow back!”

I stabbed my buck knife backward into another tentacle that tried to knock me on my stomach, and it recoiled long enough for me to hack my axe down into the limb that had wrapped around my knee. I beat it back so it couldn’t snap my kneecap, and then I plunged my knife into it before it could fully retreat.

I glanced at the bottomless lake and saw that the kraken’s head was even closer to the shoreline now, and some of his tentacles looked like they were actually starting to crawl across the sand instead of just whipping back and forth above it. The sand was soggy with inky bloodstains, but the kraken kept surging more and more out of the water, as if he was just as likely to trample us as he was to eat us.

“Fuck you!” Ruby yelled as she buried the head of her hatchet into the soft underside of a new tentacle.

“Nice!” I called. “Now behind you!”

“Suck balls!” Ruby shrieked as she whirled to bring the hatchet blade up into the other tentacle behind her. “Eat shit, ya fucking stanky cunt!”

Ruby continued to utter a new curse every time she got another hit against the monster, and I started to think about my odds of getting a bullet square between the creature’s glowing eyes. He was moving fast, but I was pretty sure I could do it if one of his limbs didn’t strangle me while I took aim. I just really wanted to beat back the tentacles long enough to give me a better shot.

My three goblin sons were performing like murdery rock stars as they smashed, stabbed, clawed, and bit their way through every tentacle that came anywhere in their vicinity. Their mother encouraged them every time her teeth weren’t ripping into the soft part of another tentacle, and they all seemed to get a new burst of energy every time they thought of another uniquely goblin way to attack our enemy.

But no matter how many tentacles we severed or injured, the kraken just kept growing back new limbs. It was impossible to make any real progress against him, but I still thought we could injure him enough for me to get a clean shot at his scaly skull.

Then this asshole started to pick up chunks of my fucking limestone.

He started with a few rocks we hadn’t loaded yet. His tentacles curled around three of the blocks, and then he hurled them toward us one by one. The first block crashed against the hill of limestone behind us and knocked a few smaller chunks loose, but the second block would have decapitated me and Ruby if we hadn’t ducked in time. The third block hit the limestone hill again, and this time, it knocked even more of the stone loose than before.

I couldn’t decide if I was about to have the best idea or the worst idea ever, but it was bound to be one of the two.

“Run toward the limestone!” I shouted. “He might knock some of it loose for us!”

It would be a hell of a lot faster than drilling into the rock and mining it ourselves, even if it did come with the risk of bringing down a crushing pile of stone on top of us.

Ruby rolled under a tentacle so she could pop back up and sprint on the other side. Nika and our sons cleared other tentacles like hurdles at a track meet, and I stabbed and sliced my way through three more of them like I was using a machete to carve a path through the jungle.

The moment all our backs were against the tallest part of the limestone quarry, I thought this might be a terrible mistake. I felt like one of the goblins’ prisoners that they took here as target practice to see who could make the best bloodstain on the pale limestone, but I quickly shook off the feeling.

My family was counting on me.

The kraken shrieked and hurled his whole body out of the water now, so the entire shoreline disappeared in a tangle of dark red tentacles and gnashing teeth. We all jumped on every limb that surrounded us and started hacking them to pieces, but I was more interested in the tentacles that locked onto the mounds of limestone as if the monster thought he could pull the whole quarry down on top of us.

“Forward!” I shouted when I first heard a deep rumble start behind us.

My three goblin sons formed a chain with their elbows so they didn’t lose each other as they ran forward together. Nika and Ruby formed a second chain as they weaved back and forth between the crashing tentacles, and a second later, they kept weaving back and forth between crashing chunks of limestone.

The kraken’s tentacles were so strong that he was literally pulling down the quarry behind us.

The air filled with so much chalky dust that it was hard to breathe or see, but I didn’t have to see to know where I was going. I only had to follow the sound of the creature’s earsplitting shrieks, and just when I thought my brain might start leaking out my ears in pain from the sound, I caught a glimpse of the kraken’s monstrous teeth.

My M17 was in my hand in under a second, and the first bullet immediately roared free of the chamber.

It buried itself in the roof of the monster’s open mouth.

While the kraken kept screeching, I fired two more bullets at the same spot, and they both found their target just as easily. The kraken’s tentacles started to flop around a little less energetically after the third bullet, but I wasn’t going to take any chances that this asshole might pull one of us down into the lake with him.

I fired a fourth bullet into his gasping mouth, and it shot right up into the creature’s brain.

The kraken didn’t even get a chance to wail. His head only swayed back and forth like he couldn’t believe some human had been the one to kill him. He started to sink back into the bottomless lake, and the dark water swallowed up his glowing eyes first before the rest of his skull sank, too. Then one by one, his tentacles slid back into the water like they were all being sucked down by some invisible force.

Two minutes after I had fired the fourth bullet, the kraken’s entire body had sunk completely beneath the surface of the lake. The water was just as smooth and dark as it had been when we first entered this cavern, and the only sign of our fight was the inky stains all across the sand around us.

Well, the dozens of new limestone chunks were also a bit of a giveaway.

“I bet that was not part of your story about the boy who cried wolf,” Nika panted. “They should have called it the man who cried kraken!”

“More like the man who killed kraken,” Ruby chuckled and then wiped some of the dead creature’s blood off her arm.

“Kraken fun!” Shitter said but then looked down in shame. “Sorry, Da.”

“I’m not the one who needs your apology,” I said.

We might have almost gotten killed by the creature in the bottomless lake, and I might have been the one to go into the water after Blink, but I wasn’t the one who had been forced into the lake in the first place. If there was one thing I knew about being a father, it was how important it was to teach my kids about accountability.

Right now, Shitter and Canigo needed to accept responsibility for what they had done. Only then could we move on and be done with it.

“Sorry, Blink,” Shitter said.

“Sorry, Blink,” Canigo echoed, and both older gobs hung their heads in shame.

“Kraken fun,” Blink giggled as he repeated Shitter’s phrase.

All three little green monsters burst into laughter together. They started acting out every moment of the fight scene we had just lived through, complete with grunts of pain and pleasure, plus of course, all of Ruby’s curses.

“Glad you’re all good now,” I snickered and turned to my wives. “You two okay?”

“It was so sexy when you shot the kraken in the face,” Ruby said dreamily.

“What was your favorite part?” Nika whispered loudly. “I cannot decide! First, all of our husband’s muscles were just rippling around as he hacked one tentacle after another, and he was so shiny from the lake water! Then he told us all exactly what to do so he could kill the kraken, but only after he had the clever idea to make the kraken mine some limestone for us!”

“And then he shot him in the face,” Ruby said again.

“I take it that means you’re both okay,” I laughed.

“Da?” Shitter scratched his red hair in a way that looked exactly like Sawsaw, and I smiled at how much my second oldest was trying so hard to live up to the example of his eldest brother.

“What’s up, buddy?” I asked.

“Kraken regrows tentacles,” Shitter said. “Kraken regrows… brain?”

“Damn…” I glanced at the still, dark water and wondered if the gob might be right. “That’s a really good thought, buddy.”

There was clearly something off with this water since it seemed unlike any water that I’d ever seen before. We already knew the kraken could regrow his tentacles without even thinking about it, so it might actually be possible that the kraken could regrow his skull or recharge in the magic water and then come back to life.

Then again, there was no way to know for sure unless the kraken emerged from the water and attacked us again.

“Maybe,” I replied after a moment. “I don’t think he’ll mess with us if we don’t go into the water, though. Nika and Ruby have never had problems here before, and I bet it’s because they didn’t disturb the water.”

“It is true,” Nika said. “Goblins are stupid, but not stupid enough to go swimming in a bottomless, magic, creepy lake of legends.”

“Either way, let’s load up the rest of this fresh limestone the kraken knocked loose for us,” I said. “Then we’ll high-tail it home and finally get started on our wall.”

“You are unstoppable, Ken Jewell,” Nika sighed happily as she leaned her head against my shoulder.

“I might be if we ever build our wall,” I laughed.

We worked quickly to fill the rest of the mining carts up with chunks of limestone, but by the time we finished, there were still plenty of rocks that had been knocked free. It would make our next trip a little easier, and as long as nobody stepped even a toe into the water, this place could definitely keep us supplied with limestone for quite some time.

After we loaded all the carts, we hooked all five of them together at their bases. I wasn’t sure how we were going to push all five carts together up the hill to reach the cavern entrance, but Ruby assured me it would be fine.

Once everything was in place, I followed the petite redhead over to a small shack at the opposite end of the limestone quarry. A number of pulleys and thick ropes lined the shack from the floor to the ceiling, but the ropes ultimately looped onto the railway tracks at our feet.

“It’s a bitch of a system to set up and maintain,” Ruby explained. “That’s why this only exists from here to the top of the cavern.”

“Are you telling me these mining carts are fucking cable cars?” I grinned. “The dwarves had some kind of primitive cable system to move stone out of the quarry?”

“I don’t know how else to tell you this, but we were pretty impressive back in our day,” Ruby said as her enormous tits puffed out with pride and looked even more enormous.

“Let’s see if this shit still works,” I said. “If the rope turns out to be rotted or the pulleys are too rusty, we’ll just push the carts up one at a time.”

“The pulleys might be rusty, but the rope won’t be rotted.” Ruby stuck out her cute little chin defiantly. “Do you know how many dryad groves dwarves used to raid to get enough gussani for this kind of rope?”

“You just said a lot of things I don’t understand,” I chuckled. “But you’re looking especially adorable at the moment, so I’ll let it slide.”

“Gussani is the heartwood of the dryads’ most sacred tree,” Ruby explained. “You have to cut down the tree to get it, obviously, and dryads tend to get pretty pissed off when you start chopping down their trees.”

“There are trees in the underdark?” I raised an eyebrow since I hadn’t ever noticed any before.

“In the deep, deep underdark,” Ruby answered. “They’re not like the kinds of trees you’re thinking of. They’re much, uh… scarier. Anyway, so you cut down their sacred trees, carve out the heartwood, and then heat the heartwood up until it liquifies into this beautiful golden sap. When the gussani hardens again, it becomes the crazy strong, super flexible rope you see here. It’s a hell of a thing to make, but watch and be amazed at the results.”

“Then let’s see it in action.” I shook my head as I studied the rope in front of me.

I couldn’t believe this shit came from the heartwood of a tree.

I also couldn’t believe there were trees in the underdark, but I didn’t bother to ask what made them scarier. I mostly just wanted to see if we could hoist these carts up to the top of the cavern, or if we’d need to push each one by hand.

Ruby grabbed one side of the winch while I grabbed the other, and we started to try and move the hand cranks. When neither side budged at all, I wondered if it had been so long since anyone used this system that it needed a little grease or something, but the rest of my family quickly crowded into the shack to help us.

Nika and Shitter added their grips to Ruby’s, and the other goblin boys added their little green hands to mine. We strained for a few seconds, and then with one kraken-like shriek, the crank started to turn.

As soon as it began turning, it was like no time at all had passed.

It was still hard to turn the crank since we had to use enough force to propel the carts up to the top of the hill at the cavern entrance, but the sheer number of pulleys gave us such a mechanical advantage that after a few seconds, it felt like I was just rowing a kayak along a river.

When I heard a little screech from the rails, I glanced back through the open door and saw that all five carts were moving away from us. It was a great fucking system, even if gussani rope was super hard to make. One of these days, I might have to take a trip into the deep, deep underdark to see if I could find these dryad groves for myself.

But first, we had to build our wall and handle all the orc tribes who were out to get us.

After we finished hoisting the five mining carts up to the top of the hill, the rest of our trip back home was much easier. Most of the tunnels were even enough that we only had to apply a little momentum to keep the five mining carts going along the old dwarven rail. We had to push a little harder a few times, but it still went pretty smoothly.

By the time we reached the end of the rail, I had a newfound sense of gratitude for the strengthening song that Calli had used before we left that afternoon. It helped me as I unhooked each cart, slipped it off the tracks, and then pushed it over the rough and uneven ground all the way up to the underdark entrance.

One by one, I pushed the carts out of the underdark, and my family unloaded them into the waiting wagon on the other end. Every time they emptied another cart, I wheeled it back down to the start of the railway so the carts would all be waiting for us on our next limestone run.

Once the wagon was loaded with limestone and the carts were securely back in place at the start of the railroad, we all climbed back into the wagon and let the draft horses take us home. We had been in the underdark so long that the first sun had just set, and the western sky was still brilliant with reds and purples and even a few vivid streaks of orange.

I was still feeling surprisingly awake and energized for how much hard labor I had done since nightfall yesterday, but that was probably thanks to Calli’s song. It also probably didn’t hurt that I was excited as hell to see what progress had been made on the kiln so we could get started on the wall.

I knew I would have to sleep eventually, but right now, all I could think about was how much I had to do before my family was safe. We had to turn the limestone into mortar, go on another granite run possibly tonight for more stone, reinforce our existing defenses, go to Hamstead for more black powder supplies, and then also make more black powder.

There was an endless list of tasks we needed to perform before I would be able to sleep soundly, but at the end of the day, I was human and still had to sleep.

Just not yet.

When we triumphantly rolled across the drawbridge home, Calli flew down the porch steps to greet us all with a kiss and a hug that damn near smothered us in her cleavage. She oohed and aahed over the limestone, but then the stunning siren took my hand and led me toward Ruby’s workshop.

“Wait until you see what your sons have done!” Calli said.

A dozen different visions of slaughtered livestock filled my head, and my stomach tightened into one solid knot until we reached the back of the workshop.

The moment I saw what Calli wanted to show me, I was so surprised and thrilled that I burst into laughter.

There was an honest to god, fully built kiln behind Ruby’s workshop.

Before now, the lawn behind Ruby’s workshop had been very flat, but the gobs must have moved a fuck-ton of dirt from south of the river. They had created a new dirt hill behind the workshop that stood a solid four feet high. It looked tightly packed but was sloped gently enough that a person or a cart could easily get to the top of the hill.

The kiln itself was built into the side of the new hill and made of a mixture of river stone and granite. It was about seven feet across and seven feet high, and there was a foot-high arch where the stone walls curved around to the front base of the kiln. The interior of the structure was completely hollowed out like a big-ass cereal bowl just waiting to be filled, and I started to have an idea of how Ruby’s kiln was meant to work.

I had never needed to build a kiln in my line of work, and that made me all the more impressed by what I saw.

Timber, Sawsaw, Fetch, and Burp were all lined up beside their handiwork like proud little soldiers, and Khara stood beside them like their drill sergeant. Nika, Ruby, Shitter, Canigo, and Blink all stopped short behind me when they saw the same thing I did.

“Da doesn’t like?” Timber gulped when I couldn’t stop grinning.

“Are you crazy?” I shook my head. “I fucking love it! I can’t believe you did all this while we were gone.”

“Da said build kiln.” Timber still looked confused. “Timber builds kiln.”

“You did great, buddy,” I said, but now I was smiling at what Timber said, as if that somehow explained the insane amount of work he and the other gobs must have put in while I was gone.

“Timber builds kiln,” Sawsaw repeated with a look of pride at his little brother.

“Hell yeah, he did.” I nodded at all my goblin sons who had stayed behind. “You all did. Now, walk me through what I’m looking at.”

Timber shook out his shaggy red hair and looked at Ruby like she would explain everything for him. The petite woman only smiled and walked forward to lean up against the stone walls of the new kiln.

“You don’t need me to explain it, kiddo,” Ruby told the little gob. “You built this all yourself, and that means you can explain how it works, too.”

Timber took a deep breath like he was about to perform his first on-stage solo. Then he held up one finger, disappeared around the side of Ruby’s workshop, and came back with a load of kindling in one arm and a handful of crushed limestone in the other.

“Watch,” Timber grunted.

The little green gob knelt beside the arch built into the base of the kiln. After he shoved a handful of kindling inside, he still had a fistful of crushed limestone and another handful of kindling, and he carried both of these up to the top of the gently sloped dirt hill.

“Watch!” he said again, as if any of us had suddenly stopped paying attention to his every move.

Timber dropped the rest of the kindling down into the empty bowl of the kiln, followed by the crumbly bits of limestone. Since I couldn’t see inside the kiln itself though, I followed the gob up to the top of the hill so I could look in on it with him.

At the bottom of the hollowed-out interior of the kiln, there was a circular metal grate that I recognized from the times we had cooked out over an open fire. The rest of the kindling sat on top of the metal grate, and the small chunks of limestone sat on top of that kindling. The metal grate itself completely covered the open space at the bottom of the kiln, and I could see the kindling Timber had already placed there underneath the grate.

“Sawsaw?” Timber nodded to the kindling.

Sawsaw knelt down by the kiln entrance, sparked a fire, and blew gently on it until the kindling caught. The flames leaped up fully a few seconds later, caught the rest of the kindling on top of the grate on fire, and then burned steadily underneath the chunks of crumbly limestone.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Timber said. “Then cool, then scrape, then pound and water. Then mortar!”

I was pretty sure I got the basics of what my goblin son was trying to tell me, but I hoped Ruby might fill in a few gaps for me. But since Timber had done such a fantastic job of leading the work on this kiln, I didn’t want to question him right away. I wanted him to feel as proud of his work as he deserved to.

“Gob remember everything?” Timber turned to Ruby with a hopeful look in his eyes.

“You did fucking brilliant,” Ruby said, and the little green gob grinned at his auntie’s approval.

“Let me see if I’ve got this right,” I said. “The main fire source is in the bottom of the kiln, but you layer limestone and more kindling on top of each other all the way up to the top of the kiln?”

“Yep,” Ruby replied. “The limestone needs to be in smallish pieces– think fist-sized– so we’ll have to do a bit of smashing to get it down to the right size. Then you alternate layers of limestone and kindling until you get to the top of the bowl. Once everything is in place, you light the kindling at the bottom of the kiln, and it slowly burns its way up through the rest of the kindling. It makes for a controlled burn that doesn’t get too hot too fast, since that would make for some dead-burned lime that won’t actually react with the other ingredients that make the lime mortar.”

“How hot will it get inside the kiln?” I asked.

“Around a thousand degrees,” Ruby answered.

I didn’t bother asking if that was Celsius or Fahrenheit since they didn’t have either system in this world, but my guess was it would be hot as fuck.

“So after all the limestone gets heated up to about a thousand degrees,” I continued, “I’m guessing that the kindling burns out, and you wait until the limestone is cool enough to rake out?”

“Right again,” Ruby said. “You rake it out through the eye. Oh, the eye is that arch you see at the base there, and now you’ve got quicklime. Then you need to rehydrate the lime by adding water to it, and you’ll want to add some sand at the same time to make a really solid mortar. Then you start slabbing it on your granite, and ta-da! Now you’re building yourself one solid fucking wall.”

“This sounds like a lot of work.” Nika tapped her finger against her lips. “Are we sure we need a wall? Can’t we just throw bombs at all our enemies and make them explode into bloody pieces?”

“As much as I love that idea, we need some defensive plans, not just offensive ones,” I laughed.

“I was not trying to be offensive, Ken Jewell!” Nika sighed. “Would it be better if I said explode them into little red pieces like confetti? Or maybe explode them so completely that there is no blood left at all?”

“I meant we need to have a plan to defend ourselves, not just how to attack our enemies,” I chuckled. “Even if we have all the bombs in the world, we won’t be able to explode a whole army of orcs fast enough without a wall to slow them down. But if they have to work harder to get inside our home, then that gives us more time to explode them into little tiny bloody pieces.”

“You are such a wonderful strategist!” Nika gasped. “It is no wonder you were the general of Earth’s armies.”

“I definitely wasn’t the general of even one army, much less all of them,” I snickered. “Hell, I wasn’t even an officer. I was just a sergeant.”

“The sergeant of all the armies of Earth!” Nika whispered. “A sergeant sounds even more important than a general!”

“That’s definitely true for the day to day,” I chuckled. “But--”

“Ah, just let her have this one,” Ruby snorted. “Besides, you’re gonna be the general, sergeant, and king of this whole world soon enough, and that’s basically the same difference, right?”

“If you say so.” I grinned. “But to get back to what really matters, the kiln is incredible. I can’t wait to get started on the wall.”

“Smash stone!” Canigo cheered as he waved his warhammer so wildly that he almost smacked Fetch and Burp both in the face.

“Yeah, we can get started by smashing the limestone into small pieces,” I said, but then I suddenly realized that Abby and Akana were nowhere to be seen. “Wait, where are the girls? They didn’t make you do all this work yourselves, did they?”

“The girls were helpful,” Khara answered. “Abby helped the boys lift everything, and Akana helped gather plenty of kindling.”

“Then where are they now?” I asked again.

“Oh, they are playing with Matilda now!” Calli smiled. “The last time I saw them, they were in the vegetable garden, and Handsome was with them!”

“What kind of game are they playing?” I demanded.

“I’m not sure,” Calli answered. “Abby said it was a new game, something that has to do with snacks.”

“Ah, shit,” I muttered, and then I took off running for the garden.
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Chapter 4

I didn’t like the sound of a new game that involved snacks, not when it came to Matilda and my two little girls. The poor human had endured enough trouble trying not to get eaten during Khara’s pregnancy, and the last thing she needed was to have my cute and bloodthirsty daughters trying to do the same thing to her now.

When I reached the vegetable garden, I didn’t see any of the three girls or Handsome. I heard laughter from the house instead, and I dashed up to the back door as fast as I could. Then I threw the door open, fully prepared to pull my siren and orc daughters off a helpless Matilda, but instead I found both little girls perched on the edge of the kitchen table with their legs swinging innocently off the side.

Matilda was taking a giant pink cake out of the oven, and Handsome was standing guard just inside the back door. The human girl seemed perfectly intact, and she was humming softly to herself. The moment she saw me enter the house, Matilda almost dropped the fluffy pink cake, but she quickly recovered herself and set it on the kitchen counter to cool.

“H-hi, Ken!” Matilda stammered and started to move toward the door to greet me.

Handsome stepped right in front of her to block her path, and when Matilda stepped to the side to try and go a different way to the door, the shaggy wolf-dog moved again to block Matilda’s path.

“W-well, I guess I can get started on a batch of cookies since Handsome doesn’t seem to want to let me outside yet,” Matilda said with a light laugh.

“Girls,” I said in my best serious voice. “Have you been playing some kind of game with Matilda?”

“No, they’ve been sweethearts!” Matilda said quickly. “They just asked me to make them a bunch of sweet snacks. We all just went out to the vegetable garden for a fresh batch of strawberries, and I’ve been baking all afternoon!”

“It’s been the best game!” Abby giggled.

“Wait, what?” Matilda looked confused, but I couldn’t tell if the pink flush of her cheeks was from embarrassment or from the heat of the kitchen.

“Have you been playing a game with Matilda without her knowing that you were playing a game?” I raised an eyebrow at my two little troublemakers.

“It’s just a fun game called Matilda Makes Us Sweet Snacks,” Abby said.

“I don’t mind,” Matilda added. “I really do love baking!”

“Did Matilda know all the rules of this game?” I glanced at Handsome, since I suspected he was an important part of the game.

“Well…” Abby made a face. “No, but there is no blood involved, so I thought it would be okay!”

“Matilda still has to know all the rules, even if there’s no blood involved,” I said. “And for future reference, there should never be blood involved in a game with Matilda. Now, what was this game you were playing with her?”

“I already said it is called Matilda Makes Us Sweet Snacks,” Abby answered.

“And what were the rules of this game?” I asked.

“Every time Matilda tries to leave the kitchen before we have had our fill of snacks, Handsome gets to herd her back and keep her here with us,” Abby replied.

“I thought Handsome was just playing with me!” Matilda said.

“Technically, he was,” I chuckled but then let my expression grow serious again as I turned back to my two girls. “I’m sure Matilda is always happy to make you whatever sweet treats you’d like, but next time, just ask her. You don’t have to make a game out of keeping her hostage in the kitchen. This is her home too, and she’s allowed to go wherever she wants to.”

“Yes, Daddy.” Abby nodded solemnly.

When the little siren elbowed her orc sister in the ribs, Akana nodded too, but her dark hair and fangs made her nod seem more like she was headbanging to a death metal song than nodding in agreement.

“Would you like to leave the kitchen now, Matilda?” I asked.

“A little fresh air would probably be good,” the slender brunette replied as she fanned herself with her hands.

“Come on,” I said. “You too, girls.”

I held open the door for Matilda, and she blushed prettily again when she slipped by me and accidentally grazed her shoulder along the front of my chest.

Then Abby, Akana, and Handsome also scampered out of the kitchen, and I started to follow them all toward the back of Ruby’s workshop, but then I saw Calli striding toward the house across the lawn. Her deep violet dress made her look like an empress, and she moved like one, too. She walked with such purpose that she might as well have been leading all the legions of Rome into battle, but I barely paid attention to the way her dress clung to her curves.

I was way too distracted by the hunger burning in her blue eyes.

“Go see if Khara needs anything at the kiln,” Calli told my two daughters, and they immediately saluted and ran off. “Matilda, you’re looking lovely as always, but you look very flushed. You should take a break from the kitchen for a while. At least an hour… or maybe two.”

“O-okay?” Matilda looked puzzled, but then she followed Calli’s hungry gaze back toward me. “Ohhh!”

The human girl turned beet red and then fled as fast as her legs would carry her out of sight. It was no secret that she had a major crush on me, so I couldn’t really blame her for feeling embarrassed, especially since the lustful look on my siren wife’s face was undeniable.

“And you, get back inside,” Calli ordered me.

I grinned at the note of command in her voice. “Or what?”

“You don’t want to find out,” Calli said seriously but then giggled. “Or maybe you do! I told everyone to stay out of the house, though.”

“What did you have in mind?” I teased when she reached me beside the back door.

“Nika said you killed a kraken.” Calli went up on her tiptoes, nibbled my earlobe, and then moaned softly. “Do you know how much sirens fear and hate krakens? Do you know how difficult they are to kill? Or how overwhelmed with lust I am when I think about you killing one?”

“I didn’t know that.” I grinned. “And I definitely didn’t know it would have this kind of effect on you, or I would have told you as soon as we rolled across the drawbridge.”

“Come with me.” Calli slipped her hand in mine, led me inside, and locked the door behind us. “We’re about to make love until the second sun sets.”

The beautiful blonde released my hand so she could walk ahead of me toward the bedroom. She shimmied out of her dress before we even exited the kitchen, and the cloth skimmed over her pale skin like a wave of dark rippling water before it pooled on the floor at her feet. As soon as she stepped out of it, she hesitated on the threshold of the bedroom just long enough to glance over her shoulder. Her red lips looked soft and full as she smiled at me, and then she faced forward again and swayed her way into the bedroom.

She swung her broad hips back and forth even more than usual since she knew I was watching her, and the way her ass jiggled with each step made me completely unable to look anywhere else. Her long blonde hair hung down her bare back like sunlight reflecting off the ocean, and when she finally reached the bed, she glanced back and gave me another smile that made my knees wobble.

By then, my dick was straining to free itself from my pants. The sight of the beautiful siren’s back alone had been enough to send all the blood in my body into my throbbing cock, but when she turned around to face me completely, I moaned before I even knew I was making a noise.

“Like what you see?” Calli whispered.

“You’re so fucking sexy,” I answered, and I still couldn’t take my eyes off her.

Her breasts were even bigger and fuller than usual, and her pale pink nipples looked as soft and velvety as the scales that covered her breasts whenever she was in the water. Calli’s stomach was gently rounded with her two and a half months of pregnancy, and every inch of her skin looked so soft that I wanted to kiss her until my jaw ached.

“Your turn,” Calli said. “I know you have to be tired of wearing the clothes you wore while you fought the kraken. There’s still a little blood on your shirt.”

“There’s probably kraken blood on my skin, too,” I pointed out.

“Don’t you dare tease a girl like that if you don’t mean it.” Calli’s big blue eyes shone with hunger and hope. “Now, shirt and pants off!”

I let my utility belt fall to the floor and then stripped off my clothes as fast as I could. A quick glance down at my body showed dark splatters of kraken blood on my arms and chest, and I guessed there were probably a few dried splatters of blood on my neck, too. But I’d hacked off so many tentacles that I’d lost count, so it wasn’t really a surprise that some of the creature’s blood had spewed on me.

“Oh, there is still so much blood,” Calli whispered. “Let me help you with that.”

“I can grab the water pitcher if--”

“Oh, Ken Jewell!” Calli’s laugh sounded like a low wind chime. “I know I do not go with you on your underdark raids, but do not forget that I am just as monstrous as my sisters.”

“I don’t know if monstrous is the right word,” I protested.

“Yes, it most certainly is,” Calli purred as she pulled me down onto the bed. “But I will take care of that blood in a minute. I will save it as a little treat. Now, lay on your stomach. You have been so busy taking care of all of us, and it is time for me to take care of you.”

I wasn’t about to argue with the beautiful siren, especially not when her hands started to massage me before my face even hit the pillow. As soon as I was laying down, Calli straddled my lower back and used her hands to soothe the tension in my muscles. It felt like she was singing to me again, only now the song was in her fingers instead of her voice, and she eased away tensions I didn’t even know I had.

From the way she straddled my back, I could feel her pussy lips and her soft mound pressing against my bare skin while she touched me. Every new muscle she stroked made me groan in pleasure, but it was still all I could do to keep from flipping onto my back and thrusting my hard cock inside her.

Especially when I started to feel how wet her lips were for me.

Just when I was about to turn over and grab my siren wife by her slender waist, Calli leaned forward and started massaging my upper back with her tits, not just her hands. If Calli’s hands felt soft as they massaged away the tension in my body, then her heavy breasts were somehow even softer.

They felt like the finest velvet against my bare skin, and she managed to slide them up and down my spine like they were covered in slippery massage oil. She even smelled like a scented oil, one that was made of sea salt and honey.

Whenever she slid her breasts all the way up to my neck, Calli leaned forward a little more to nibble on my ear. Once, she even licked something at the base of my hairline so ferociously that she damn near broke the skin, but her massage felt so good that I didn’t even care.

“Ohhh, the kraken blood tastes even better than I imagined,” Calli whispered the next time she nibbled at my ear. “You had a little in your hair, but I took care of that for you.”

“Mmmff,” I gave a muffled groan as her ministrations soothed away the last of the tension between my shoulder blades.

“I think your chest probably needs a little relaxing too, don’t you?” Calli said with another chime-like laugh. “Turn over for me, my king.”

It felt so incredible to have every muscle taken care of like this that if my siren wife had told me she needed to snap my neck, I would have let her and trusted that she must have some kind of song to bring me back. So when she told me now that all I needed to do was turn over, I flipped over so fast that I nearly knocked us both off the bed.

Once I was on my back, the beautiful siren adjusted her position on top of me. She leaned forward slightly so I wouldn’t immediately slide inside her, but the slight adjustment meant that her dripping entrance grazed across the tip of my shaft and sent such a shudder of pleasure through me that I could have cum right then and there.

“Not yet, my fearsome kraken-killer,” Calli purred. “First, I want to lick every last drop of blood up from your body.”

“Even though it’s dry?” I smirked.

“Fresh or dry, it is still kraken blood,” Calli moaned. “You cannot understand what the scent of kraken blood does to me, my husband.”

“No, but I’m starting to get an idea,” I chuckled.

My siren wife began to massage her hands and breasts over my chest now. Every time she eased the tension from another set of muscles, the blood that had gotten stuck in the knots there suddenly broke free and then went charging through my body like a runaway tractor trailer until it reached my dick and made it even stiffer than before.

Then Calli started to use her mouth.

Her soft lips brushed against my pecs to tease me, but she didn’t waste much time in this endeavor. Her tongue darted out to lick my salty skin, and then she began to kiss every inch of me like her life depended on it. When she reached the first patch of dried kraken blood on the front of my shoulder, she kissed and sucked the skin there until a shudder rippled through her body, and she gave a gentle moan.

“What does it taste like?” I asked.

The blonde siren rocked back into a sitting position so she could lick her lips. There was a tiny bit of dark kraken blood in the corner of her mouth, but it only made her look more ferocious and more beautiful.

“Do you want to try it?” Calli whispered.

“Nope,” I laughed, but then Calli leaned forward and started to kiss my neck.

Her tongue moved eagerly to devour the kraken blood there, and when she came up to gasp for air, there was a little more dark blood around her soft lips.

“Are you sure?” Calli moaned. “I think if I saw you taste kraken blood at the same time you thrust your hard shaft inside me, I would cum in less than five seconds.”

“I would never do anything to stand in the way of your pleasure,” I said. “Fuck it, there’s a first time for everything, right?”

I gripped Calli’s round ass while she leaned forward to kiss me. I could already feel her wet entrance against the tip of my cock, and I swore it felt like she opened like a blooming flower the moment my dick brushed her waiting slit. I held her ass hard enough to keep her from immediately sliding down onto my shaft, but as soon as our lips met, I pulled the siren down on top of me and thrust all the way inside her warm pussy.

When I tasted the kraken blood on Calli’s lips, it hit my tongue like the juices of an incredibly rare steak. It tasted like iron and salt, and since it was mingled with the honey sweetness of the siren’s mouth, I was surprised by how much I didn’t mind the flavor.

Hell, it actually tasted pretty good, but my opinion might have been a little skewed since all I could think about was my wife’s soft tits sliding up and down my chest, her eager tongue exploring my mouth, and her ribbed tunnel gripping my hard cock with the same strength and softness that went with everything else the siren did.

Less than five seconds after I entered her, Calli suddenly gasped and pulled away from my mouth. Her back arched as her hips slid down even further onto my shaft, and then all it took was one more thrust to send the beautiful siren over the edge.

“Oh, Kennn!” Calli cried out. “Ohhh!”

My wife rippled like a wave of the ocean as her orgasm swept up and down her body. She exhaled just so she could gasp in more air, and then her next exhale was another cry of pleasure, until it felt like we were both riding a wave into the sunset, and the whole house seemed to disappear around us.

“Kraken blood is quite an aphrodisiac, isn’t it?” Calli laughed when her orgasm finally subsided.

“Apparently,” I moaned. “I didn’t even cum just now, but it felt so good that I might as well have.”

“Aren’t you glad you tried a little?” Calli licked her lips. “You are such a wonderful siren king, Ken Jewell. Thank you so much for this gift of kraken blood.”

“I’m not saying I’d try kraken blood every day,” I chuckled. “But you’re welcome.”

“Would you change your mind if I did this?” Calli whispered, and her tunnel started to tighten and release my cock like she was slowly pulling it deeper and deeper inside herself.

“Fuuuck,” I groaned and then slid my hands up to play with her creamy tits.

My dick throbbed inside the beautiful siren so hard that I could feel every part of her soft, warm tunnel. And as the juices from her last orgasm spilled down the sides of my cock, they acted as more lube for my next thrust. I pushed in so deep that it felt like I was inside her womb, not just her velvety tunnel, and another groan of pleasure escaped my lips.

Then I raised my knees so my feet were flat on the mattress. It pushed my cock even further into the blonde siren, but it also thrust her forward so she had to collapse against my chest. Her incredible breasts fell against my mouth, and I devoured her nipples even more eagerly than Calli had lapped up the kraken blood from my skin.

“Tell me…” Calli panted for breath. “How you… killed the… kraken!”

“I shot it,” I said between mouthfuls of creamy tits and satiny nipples.

“No, no,” Calli gasped. “Tell me… step by step!”

“Happy to,” I groaned as I realized she wanted a play-by-play.

But first, I wrapped my arms around the siren and rolled her over onto her back so she didn’t have to do a damn thing except enjoy the story and feel my cock expand ever deeper into her tight entrance.

“He was completely silent in the water,” I began with another plunge of my shaft into the beautiful blonde. “But when I saw his glowing eyes, I used their light to stab his tentacle and free Blink from his grasp.”

“Ohhhh!” Calli’s whole body shuddered again. “Yesss, tell me morrre!”

“I pulled Blink to shore.” I tilted my hips to enter her at an even better angle so I could grind my pelvis against her clit at the same time my tool massaged every part of her pussy from the inside. “The kraken emerged from the water with a roar.”

It was Calli’s turn to roar now as another climax shivered through her body from the tips of her curling toes to the top of her head, and her blue eyes rolled back in ecstasy.

“Don’t… stop!” Calli gasped.

“I severed one of its tentacles with a swing of my axe,” I said. “I stabbed another with my buck knife.”

“Oh, Kennn Jewellll,” Calli panted. “Yesss, tell me more.”

The beautiful siren was enjoying my narration of the story so much that I went into as much detail as I could. I told her about every swing, stab, and hack I could remember, just like I told her about every limb the creature had regrown so he could attack us again. Every time I told her about another completely severed tentacle, Calli climaxed like she was tasting the kraken blood for the first time all over again.

When I got to the part where I pulled out my M17, I thought my wife’s soul might leave her body from too much ecstasy. Her eyes had completely rolled back into her head, so only the whites were visible, and her red lips were wide open like I was about to plunge my cock into her waiting mouth instead of her receptive tunnel.

“I shot him once, but he kept coming,” I said as my cock felt full to bursting inside the beautiful siren. “I shot him again, and it didn’t slow him down.”

“Mmmm.” Calli’s moan was muffled against my forearm as her tongue darted out to lick up another patch of dried kraken blood there.

“I shot him a third time, and he was almost right on top of us,” I gasped as Calli turned her tongue on my chest next.

“Then what?” Calli was completely breathless beneath me.

“Then I shot the asshole a fourth time,” I growled. “It went right through the roof of his mouth, up into his brain, and killed him.”

“Yes, yesss, yesssss!” Calli screamed, and her cry of absolute bliss was more than I could take.

A fountain of my white-hot cum poured into the sexy siren. Just when I thought I was finished, another spasm racked my balls and sent another stream of my seed into her already gushing tunnel. The whole room disappeared in a blur of lights and shadows and the taste of salted honey sweetness on my lips as Calli’s pussy squeezed and milked every damn drop out of me, and it felt like we kept feeding off each other’s climaxes until we could do little more than become one being united by our passion.

We both came down from our climaxes more slowly than I ever had before. It felt like my body wanted to live in this paradise forever, and it was only when I heard a slight movement from the door to the room that I came back to my body.

“You two are hot as fuck, you know that?” Ruby announced from the doorway to the bedroom, and Calli and I both jumped.

The petite woman was leaning against the doorframe. One arm was folded across her ample chest to try and hold her tits up, and her other hand twirled the end of her long ginger ponytail. Her tool belt was slung low around her hips, but from the way she was staring at us, it looked like Ruby had a completely different tool on the brain.

“Ruby!” Calli quickly got over her surprise in her excitement to see the feisty redhead. “It is so wonderful to see you! Did you come to join us as our husband tells me the tale of the kraken and makes me climax over and over and over again? His tool is still very deep inside me, but it is still hard as a rock even though he just filled me with his seed.”

“I didn’t think either of you would mind if I joined you.” The petite woman winked. “And if you did, you shouldn’t have been advertising your business all over the homestead.”

“Oh, were we very loud?” Calli’s blue eyes went wide.

“All the gobs have stuffed their fucking ears with fucking moss to try and block you out,” Ruby said. “So you tell me.”

“I’m sure as shit not going to apologize for sending my wife into waves of ear-splitting ecstasy,” I panted. “But how the hell did you get in here? I’m happy to see you, but I thought Calli locked the door.”

“How very goblin-like of you to sneak your way in,” Calli giggled.

“Fucking nonsense,” Ruby snorted as she pulled her tight tank top over her massive tits. “Goblins might be good at lockpicking, but who the hell do you think invented the locks and doors for them to pick?”

“Let me guess,” I snickered. “Dwarves?”

“Fucking right, dwarves.” Ruby’s short shorts were the next item of clothing to go, right before her tool belt hit the ground. “Now, where were we?”

I felt myself gaping at her. The petite redhead’s huge boobs looked like they should have just toppled her right over. But Ruby was stronger than she looked, and the last few months since she had been here instead of trapped in a cave near Ashgor had really done wonders for her muscles. Every inch of her looked like she could tackle a stone wall or maybe even a werewolf with her bare hands, but her body was still the perfect hourglass figure that it had been when I first met her. Only now that she was about halfway through her pregnancy, her hips were even more rounded than before, and so were her breasts.

“We were at the part where Ken Jewell just filled me with his warm, delicious seed,” Calli whispered in reply to the other woman. “And he is just about to spread your legs wide with his tool, so he can fill you up to the brim, too!”

“Not before I get a little sneak preview,” Ruby said as she knelt down on the bed beside us.

“You look so curvy and delicious,” Calli said as she struggled to use her shaky legs to sit up.

“You stay right where you are, sexy,” Ruby ordered the siren. “I want a taste of this little feast that Ken has given you.”

“Oh, there’s nothing little about it,” Calli sighed happily.

“I mean this in the nicest way,” Ruby told me. “But I need you to move so I can get in there and taste that cum of yours.”

I grinned at the feisty redhead’s bossy tone and pulled out of my siren wife. A swell of cum gushed out of Calli’s tunnel, but before it could even hit the sheets, Ruby was there to intercept it like the world’s fastest, most adorable defensive lineman.

She buried her face in the other woman’s pussy with the same enthusiasm that Calli had used to lick the kraken blood from my skin. Every few seconds, Ruby came up for a gasp of air, but she immediately dove back down so she could swallow every last drop of my cum her tongue could reach.

“Hey, don’t guzzle it all!” Calli giggled. “I still want to feel some of its warmth inside me.”

“Ya already pregnant,” Ruby chuckled. “What do you need it for?”

“I love the way it feels!” Calli chuckled.

“Don’t worry,” Ruby sighed before she dove back down between the siren’s thighs. “I’ll leave you plenty to feel warm and throbbing inside you.”

“I don’t think my cum actually throbs--”

“Oh, Ken Jewell,” Calli interrupted with a sigh and a shake of her head. “I hate to contradict you, but I’m going to have to.”

The siren paused to moan in pleasure at the exertions of Ruby’s tongue, and a fresh wave of blood stiffened my cock at the sight of the petite redhead going down on the beautiful blonde.

“If we say that your seed still throbs with warmth inside us after you are finished,” Calli gasped on her next inhale. “Then you should believe us!”

“We’re from the underdark,” Ruby added when she popped her head up again from between Calli’s legs. “We feel things differently than human women.”

“And you are far more than an ordinary human man, Ken Jewell,” Calli continued. “You are like the most ferocious siren king, goblin king, dwarf king, and orc chieftain all rolled into one tall, muscular, clever, brilliant man. When you see something you want, you take it!”

“And you take it hard,” Ruby teased as she wiggled her generous ass for me. “And deep. Don’t ya?”

“Fuck yeah, I do,” I growled as I grabbed the redhead’s hips and pulled them toward my throbbing cock. She reached back and helped guide me toward her entrance, and the moment my tip brushed against her rose petal-soft lips, I groaned and started to push inside her.

Then Ruby dropped down on her forearms so she could hook her arms underneath Calli’s legs. As she went to town on the beautiful siren, it made her ass jiggle more and more against me, but it also made my cock thrust further inside her angled tunnel.

Calli moaned and gasped as Ruby kept pleasuring her, and Ruby gave one muffled groan after another as my full length swelled inside her. Whenever I entered her again, her face sank a little deeper into Calli’s pussy until it felt like I was about to jackhammer Ruby all the way into the blonde.

I reached forward and pulled Ruby back by her ginger ponytail so she could take a deep breath, and then I shoved her face back against Calli’s mound. Both women gave such low moans when I did this that I repeated the move a few seconds later to make sure Ruby was still breathing, but also to make sure I made both my wives writhe with pleasure again.

The next time I pulled back on Ruby’s ponytail, her whole back arched and made my cock slide into her pussy at a new angle. It felt like I was so deep inside her that I was thrusting all the way up into her stomach, but then Ruby cried out when my hand was still buried in her hair.

“Harder!” the petite redhead cried.

I pulled her ginger ponytail even harder as I watched Calli slip her fingers toward her own clit. She bit her lip as she watched me fuck the tight redhead, and then she screamed in rapture half a second before Ruby’s pleasure swelled to a climax, too.

Both women gasped, shuddered, and vibrated the rafters of the house with their cries of bliss. The feeling of Ruby’s ass trembling against my pelvis was too much to handle though, and I gave the redhead one more deep thrust before my second climax of the day hit me.

My seed streamed into the waiting redhead like a river that had broken free of its dam, and Ruby moaned in such deep ecstasy that she collapsed against Calli until the last of my cum spilled into her.

When I was completely empty, I pulled out and fell back against the sheets beside both women. Ruby seemed to be paralyzed against the blonde siren, but Calli quickly reached down between the redhead’s legs, snagged some of my excess seed, and sucked it from her fingers like a lollipop.

“Hmm… it tastes soooo gooooood…” Calli sighed.

“Oh. My. Fuck.” Ruby sighed happily before she rolled over beside me. “Fucking fuck! Fuck, Ken! Fuuuck…”

The petite woman gave another contented sigh, and I moved my arm so she could nuzzle in close beside me. When Calli finished sucking the lollipop of cum from her fingers, she pressed her body up against Ruby’s back and snuggled in close, too.

“We will go again in a minute when you are rested.” The siren smiled at both of us.

“We will?” I smirked.

“Oh, yes!” Calli replied. “I have never tasted kraken blood before today, Ken Jewell. I am still dripping from the memory of the taste and from the story of your battle with this monster. I am ready to go again as soon as you both are.”

“Noted,” I chuckled.

“Just… one… second,” Ruby panted. “I’m so fucking full of cum that I need a second to make room for more.”

“Take all the time you need.” I kissed the adorable redhead on her cheek. “I need just a second, too.”

It turned out that I only really needed ten minutes of a catnap before I was ready to go again. Then we went back and forth between rounds of lovemaking that shook the whole house and quick power naps to rest our bodies and brains before we tackled each other again.

By the time it started to get dark outside, I felt like I had run a marathon, but I also felt like we had rested enough in between sessions that it was almost like I’d gotten a decent night’s sleep.

And it was a good thing too, since I’d already planned how I wanted to spend tonight.

The three of us cleaned up with the pitcher of water and washbasin in the bedroom, changed into some fresh clothes that didn’t smell like kraken blood or all the sex that we just had, and then left the heavily sex-scented bedroom to rejoin the rest of my family. Right before we left the house, I pulled both women toward me and kissed their cheeks.

“You really know how to make a guy feel special,” I said with a smile.

“We are only showing you a little of how you make us feel every day,” Calli answered. “You shower us with love and protection, and you make sure we never have to struggle to survive like we did in the old days when we were trapped in the underdark. You freed us from the shadows and brought us into the light of the suns, Ken Jewell.”

“I might not be quite as eloquent as the siren with the golden tongue, but uh, yeah, what she said,” Ruby said with a slight flush of her round cheeks.

“I would definitely say that your tongue is pretty golden.” Calli winked at the other woman.

“Ha!” Ruby blurted out.

“Every day I wake up here with you all, I feel like the luckiest son of a bitch in the world,” I told them.

“Luck has fuck-all to do with it,” Ruby said. “You’re only lucky because you’re stronger, smarter, and more skilled than any other bastards out there.”

“I hope you’re right,” I said. “Especially since I’m gonna make another quarry run tonight.”

After a decent amount of back and forth with the rest of my family, we settled on the final roster for who was going with me on our second granite quarry run. Everyone was tired from our exertions that day, even though my evening with Calli and Ruby had done more to restore my energy than a full night of sleep would.

But now that we had a kiln in place to bake the limestone, we were so close to building the wall that I could taste it, and this meant getting more granite as soon as possible. It would only get harder from here on out when it came to the duke’s soldiers and the orc tribes all hunting Khara. So we might as well get as much granite as we could before it became more difficult to navigate our route.

Plus, I wanted to see if there were any more traces of orc soldiers up around the quarry.

But in order to build our wall, we needed the limestone to start baking. While I was inside with Calli and Ruby, my goblin sons had already smashed the limestone into manageable pieces and loaded the kiln with alternating kindling and limestone. I wanted Timber to stay and watch the kiln while it burned, and I also wanted Ruby to be able to keep an eye on things on top of getting some sleep, too.

I told Canigo and Blink to stay behind as well so they could get more familiar with the kiln, and I told Fetch and Burp to stay behind and help with defending the homestead if necessary. Sawsaw and Shitter were both going to come with me. They were my strongest boys, and I would need their help if we wanted to load the granite as fast as we could.

The only real point of contention was whether or not Khara, Abby, or Akana would come. I absolutely thought Khara should stay behind since her scent was the one the orcs were tracking, and if the orcs tried to pick up her trail close to the quarry, I didn’t want them to sniff out any new trace of her.

The orc warrior only agreed not to follow us after I said I would bring Akana with us. Akana would be able to sniff out any nearby orcs almost as fast as Khara would, and even though she was only a day old, the little goth orc girl had already proven how fierce she was.

Of course, since Akana was coming with us, Abby insisted she needed to come too so she could interpret all of Akana’s nods and grunts. So far, only Abby and Khara seemed able to understand the little orc, so I agreed. Besides, I sure as shit wouldn’t mind a few of Abby’s war songs in case we found ourselves in a pinch.

When all our plans had been settled, Nika, Sawsaw, Shitter, and I drove four of the wagons hitched up to the teams of draft horses. Abby and Akana both rode with me, and Torrance volunteered to drive the fifth wagon pulled by only one draft horse.

At least Khara’s delivery had only destroyed a store-bought cart instead of one of Ruby’s finely crafted, sturdy-as-fuck oak wagons.

It was already dark when we started north across the rolling hills, and by the time we reached Torrance’s cave, all the stars had come out. I had decided to run tonight’s quarry raid a little differently than our first run, but I wanted to get a look at the soldiers at the fork in the road before we got started.

I tasked everyone else with staying by Torrance’s cave, so only Sawsaw and I crept through the dark forest until we came in sight of the guard shack at the fork in the road. Twelve new soldiers were stationed there to replace the ones that we’d killed last night, and they were joined by double that number to act as reinforcements against whatever the duke thought had killed his first batch of guards.

I hoped there would be no need to fight thirty-six guards tonight, but I was reassured by the increase in number at the fork in the road. I doubted the duke was aware that somebody was stealing his granite yet, but even if he was, he clearly expected them to use the actual road.

I studied the soldiers’ movements long enough to know they weren’t going to move toward the quarry. Then I headed back with Sawsaw to rejoin the others.

“Everybody with me except for Torrance, Abby, and Akana,” I said in a low voice. “You three stay here and guard the horses and wagons, but if there’s even a hint of trouble--”

“Don’t worry, Daddy,” Abby said as she climbed up beside Torrance. “Akana and I will take good care of Mr. Torrance. He is a very nice man, and he has a very nice family! We won’t let anything happen to him.”

Akana gave a single nod as she climbed up on the old man’s other side. When the little orc folded her arms across her chest and started to slowly scan the trees around us, she looked so cute that I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“We’ll be alright, don’t you fret about us,” Torrance said with a smile that made him look like a grandfather having a night out with his little granddaughters, except one of them had red eyes and angry fangs sticking up from her lower lip. “You just let us know when you’re ready to start hauling up the granite.”

Sawsaw, Shitter, Nika, and I headed through the tunnels until we reached the quarry. There was no sign of any guards around the quarry, so we were still in the clear as far as that went, and this meant there was nothing in our way but a little elbow grease.

Tonight, I wanted us all to stay together. We worked quickly and quietly to load up as much granite as we could fit on the ten railway cars at the bottom of the chute. Every time we filled another car, we pushed it out of the way, loaded up the next car, and then hooked the finished cars all together. This would have been a great time to have a cable system with that gussani rope Ruby had showed me, but we would have to make do with a little strength and a lot of momentum.

The important thing was that none of us got separated from each other. If we ran into any trouble with orcs or the duke’s soldiers, at least we would be together. It was the best strategy for right now, and even though it took us a while to get all the railway cars loaded, we found our rhythm pretty seamlessly. We were even finished by the time the red moon was about a third of the way across the sky.

Then we moved all ten loaded railway cars down the tracks to Torrance’s cave, and we started the slower process of raising each granite block with the crane, swinging it over one of our getaway wagons, and dropping it in place. When we finally finished loading all the granite into the wagons, the moon was a little over two-thirds of the way across the sky. This meant we had one third of the night still to go before we needed to be home.

I let Akana and Abby come with me to move all the railway cars back in place beside the quarry. Then we made sure the cave entrance was well-hidden and that all the carts and the chute were out of sight in the tunnel itself before the three of us headed back toward the other underdark exit.

We’d only made it halfway back when Akana’s little clawed hand shot out and grabbed my fingers. I stopped mid-stride and looked down at the little black-haired girl, but she was busy sniffing the air and didn’t say anything at first.

Then she simply grunted twice, nodded once, and shook her head.

“Akana smells an orc scouting party,” Abby whispered. “And they’re really, really close, Daddy.”
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Chapter 5

My palms instantly started sweating, but I was prepared for this. Even though every instinct in my body told me to run, I knew I might not get another opportunity like this. I needed to see what kind of information I could learn from them, but first, I needed to make sure my family got to safety.

I put my finger to my lips, grabbed both my girls by the hand in case they got any wild ideas, and then took off running as quickly and quietly as we could.

Sawsaw was waiting for us in the cavern shaft below the dark opening above. He must have heard us running, because he had his hatchet raised in one hand and his dagger in the other, and his face told me he was ready to murder anyone who dared to attack his baby sisters.

“Orcs,” I hissed. “They’re close, but they didn’t see us.”

“Sawsaw,” he growled in reply.

My oldest son immediately grabbed Akana by the waist so he could lift her up to the crane hook, but the little orc girl wriggled out of his grasp and shook her head. She gave two snorts and a grunt, and Abby gasped.

“You are so smart, Akanateela!” the little siren whispered and then turned to me. “You are going to eavesdrop on the orcs, and Akana needs to come with you so she can sniff them out and tell you exactly where they are. And that means I need to come with you too, so I can interpret whatever Akana says.”

“It’s too dangerous,” I said. “No way.”

“Sawsaw come, too,” my son announced. “No good if Da and sisters alone.”

I hated to admit it, but my son was probably right. As much as I wanted to spy on the orcs and see what information I could bring back to Khara, it was probably stupid to try to spy on the orcs by myself. One wrong move, and I could end up trying to escape from an unknown number of orcs all on my own.

If Sawsaw came with me, I was pretty sure we could fight our way into a retreat, if nothing else. But then my daughters also had a point, since Akana was our best bet to sniff out the orcs before they sniffed us out, and we wouldn’t understand what she wanted to tell us without Abby’s interpretation. And if Sawsaw was with us, then I would be a hell of a lot less worried about bringing Akana and Abby with me.

“Fuck me,” I groaned. “Okay, you three will come with me, but you have to do everything I say without any arguments. I just want to spy on them, not attack them.”

“What if they attack us first?” Abby whispered, and she sounded a bit too excited about the possibility.

“Then worst-case, I guess you can shriek them to death,” I muttered. “But only if I give the order!”

“It would be so amazing to explode all of their little orc brains.” Abby clasped her hands together like she was praying. “But I will wait for you to give the order, Sergeant Daddy, if it means we can come with you.”

Akana folded her arms across her chest and stuck out her bottom lip so her little fangs were even more pronounced.

“Akana thinks we should kill them all, though,” Abby interpreted.

“Like I said, only if they attack us first,” I repeated. “That’s the rule, otherwise you’ll have to go home without me.”

Akana narrowed her eyes like she was about to make the most important decision of her life, and then she finally nodded.

“Good, now Sawsaw, run up and tell everyone else to take the wagons home, just leave two behind for us,” I said. “Shitter, Nika, and Torrance can each drive one wagon. Then when we’re done here, I’ll drive one of the remaining wagons, and you can drive the other one.”

“Sawsaw,” my goblin son confirmed, and then he scrambled up the sides of the cavern.

I thought I might get a little pushback from Nika, but Sawsaw must have presented my orders in very certain terms. She didn’t argue that she should stay behind and help me, and I was relieved since as much as I loved Nika, games that involved subtlety and restraint weren’t really where she shone the most. She also didn’t pop down and argue about leaving the girls behind, but that wasn’t a surprise.

“Ma says little sirens and little orcs feed on the terror of enemies in battle,” Sawsaw relayed my goblin wife’s message when he dropped back down beside us. “Smart of Da for Akana and Abby to stay.”

I waited until I heard the quiet rumble of three wagons pulling away from the cave entrance. I hoped this scouting mission wouldn’t take long so we might even be able to catch up to Torrance, Nika, and Shitter on their way home. But at least I knew they were on their way to safety now, and that let me focus a little more easily on my mission.

“Akana, you’re up,” I whispered. “Take us to where you sniffed the orcs, but make sure we stay downwind of them. I don’t want them to smell us, too.”

My little goth girl daughter gave a solemn nod and then ran forward into the darkness so fast that I damn near lost sight of her. The three of us dashed after her in time to keep an eye on her, but it didn’t help that she was only just over three feet tall. It would have been too easy to lose her in the underdark, and I wasn’t about to let her take on any of the monsters down here on her own.

Akanateela might be more than capable of taking care of herself, but she had still only been born less than a day ago. Never mind the fact that she had already grown to the size of a three or four-year-old in that same amount of time. She might have slaughtered a whole sow in the first few minutes of her life, but damn it, she was also still my precious little girl.

We followed the little orc along the railway for about a third of a mile before she stopped short and held up her fist to call a halt. She had only seen me make this gesture once before, but it must have stuck in her head, and now I tried to stay focused on the fact that we were really close to a bunch of smelly, ugly orcs instead of thinking about how damn cute Akana was giving her little military hand signal.

Akana sniffed the air and then turned to face one of the smaller side tunnels that led off the main railway cavern. She and Abby walked right into it without any problems, but Sawsaw and I had to crawl forward on our hands and knees for about ten feet before the tunnel widened enough for us to stand upright again.

My little orc girl signaled for us to follow her again, but now she moved much more carefully. The tunnel opened up into a high-ceilinged chamber with a glowing blue lake on our right. Thick stone pillars stretched around the lake from the floor to the ceiling. A thin waterfall spilled into the lake from a shelf high above us, but it looked like the waterfall was actually just the overflow of a second lake up top.

The shelf above us to the right was thin crystal, so I could see the glowing blue waters of the lake above us too, just before it spilled off the edge into the high waterfall. The basin-like shelf looked like it only needed one heavy kick to shatter into a thousand pieces and send water gushing down into this whole chamber, and I was happy when Akana led us past this chamber and into a narrower tunnel up ahead.

We came to a four-way intersection a few seconds later, and Akana signaled for us to stop while she sniffed the air again. The orcs were much farther away than I thought they were, but maybe they had started to head in the opposite direction. Or maybe my little girl was just that much better at sniffing them out than they were at sniffing us out.

Akana’s red eyes suddenly narrowed, and she gestured for us to run down the tunnel ahead of us. We hurried around the corner, jumped into a shallow ditch that was partially covered with red moss, and waited there silently.

We only had to wait less than fifteen seconds before we heard the tramp of the orcs’ feet.

“Which way now?” an orc voice grunted, and I guessed they must be at the four-way intersection. “We’ve been back and forth through all these tunnels a dozen times, and we still haven’t picked up her scent again.”

“We should have waited for the start of the purification and piercing ceremony with everybody else,” another orc muttered.

“And let the Great Kharazugelphi’s trail turn cold?” another orc demanded.

“It already is cold,” the first orc snarled.

Akana’s nose wrinkled as she sniffed the air, but the orcs were way too near for her to even grunt and let us know what she was smelling or thinking. We were a hell of a lot closer than I would have liked, even if it did mean we could hear everything the orcs said to each other. I only hoped we were downwind from them, or whatever the underdark equivalent was, so they couldn’t pick up our scent.

“We should go back to the railway,” a low voice said. “That’s where her scent was the strongest. Perhaps we can pick it up again from there.”

“Good luck,” another orc muttered. “It smells like she vanished into thin air, and all our efforts to explore the surrounding tunnels have been useless so far.”

“Even Kharazugelphi cannot vanish into thin air.” The voices were all closer now, but when I glanced at my three kids to see if they were freaking out, I’d be damned if they didn’t all look fucking excited.

“I vote to return and undergo the purification ceremony,” one of the first orc voices spoke again. “Then we can come back together and track her down, along with whoever she has chosen to join forces with.”

“Dwarves, from the smell of it,” an orc snarled.

“Do not be absurd,” another orc said. “Dwarves would never dare be caught so close to the surface anymore. It is not like the old days. Besides, why would Kharazugelphi ally herself with dwarves, if she could even find any?”

“Dwarf must be an old smell,” an orc replied. “The smell of goblins was much stronger to me.”

“Show me a place in the underdark that does not smell like filthy goblins.” This comment was followed by much snorting and laughter before the orc continued. “The goblin smell is strong, but it smells different from the goblins we first sniffed near the general’s trail.”

I guessed they were now talking about the goblins who had snatched Khara while she was taking a shit during the trophy hunt. Those goblins had belonged to Nika’s clan before we killed them all, but they definitely smelled different from the goblins in my family. For one thing, my family all took baths and lived in a clean home not covered in piss and filth. But I also figured that orcs were probably able to smell things deeper than just surface-level smells like body odor or perfume.

“What about the human smell?” another orc asked.

“The human was probably food to sustain the general while she tries to escape from our pursuit,” an orc replied. “I hope he was tasty, since she will never again feast on the flesh of our enemies once we capture her.”

I smirked at the idea of myself as food for Khara or any of the monsters of the underdark, but I was relieved to hear the orcs talking like this. It sounded like they were still clueless about the existence of Clan Jewell, and that would give us more time to come up with the best plan to deal with them.

Then I remembered that the orc who had escaped us last night would know the truth about all of us, and I thought this might be a separate scouting party from the one we had killed yesterday. I just hoped this didn’t mean more than one tribe was hunting us down.

Akana sniffed the air again, and the next time one of the orcs spoke, it sounded like they were heading down this tunnel.

“There is no point in returning to the railway,” one of the voices said. “We have been over it more times than I can count. We will return home, be purified, and then begin again. She will not escape us for long.”

“You can return to your home,” another orc snapped. “I choose to go back to the railway.”

The sound of a heavy-handed slap rang out in the stillness of the underdark, followed by a low growl.

“Until Kharazugelphi is found, your home is our home,” the first orc said. “Is that not what our chieftains agreed on? Or will you go against your chieftain’s word of honor?”

“Your chieftain may still be living, but my chieftain is dead, and his honor with him,” the slapped orc muttered, and my stomach tightened into a knot.

Shit.

If these orcs knew we had killed a chieftain last night, then the escaped orc must have actually gotten back to his people. Maybe these assholes just left before he got into all the details of Khara’s new family.

“Our chieftain’s honor will never die!” a third voice said. “May a hundred curses fall upon your head for such blasphemy.”

“I will take your head before the curses fall upon either one of us!” the slapped orc said, and his words were followed by the sound of a jaw-crunching punch.

Half a second later, the punched orc fell to the ground, but he fell so hard that his head lolled into the ditch right between Sawsaw and Abby. The orc blinked to recover from the blow and opened his mouth when he saw Abby smiling down at him.

Sawsaw’s dagger slit his throat from top to bottom before the orc could get a word out.

Fuck.

Sawsaw’s quick reaction would only give us the advantage of about two seconds, but at least that would be two more seconds that the orcs didn’t know we were here. The moment they checked to see why their companion wasn’t jumping back to his feet after nothing but a punch to the jaw, they would see us and attack.

We needed to act fast.

“Consider this your order,” I muttered to my children, and then all four of us jumped up out of the ditch to face the orc scouts.

There were ten of them, eleven if we counted the orc Sawsaw had already killed. That was just over two apiece, and I felt pretty good about those odds, especially since none of the orcs were wearing much in the way of armor.

The orcs were only stunned for a moment before they recovered themselves, but by that time, each of us had picked our first targets. My buck knife found a home in between one tall fucker’s ribs, and I managed to twist it forward before he slashed his claws toward my throat.

I swung my axe up to block his swipe, but the orc didn’t fall or even slow down in spite of my knife still buried in his side. He barely seemed to feel it, and his red eyes flared with anger. Then he snarled like a moose in heat as every muscle seemed to ripple and bulge beneath his gray skin, and he gave a war cry that might have frozen me in place if my fist wasn’t already moving toward his jaw.

Just before my left fist collided with his rock-solid jaw, I surprised him by opening my fist and jabbing my fingers up into his right eye instead of punching him in the mouth. He only barely grunted in pain in response, but his claws immediately raked toward my chest again.

His vision was still off though, thanks to my fingers to his eyeball, and his black claws only tore through the fabric of my shirt without actually scratching my skin. He tried to headbutt me next, but I dodged to the side, flung off the next attack of his claws with my axe, and then ducked to avoid his angry fangs coming right toward me.

This duck brought me right beside my buck knife that was still buried in his rib cage. I grasped hold of it now and ripped it out as roughly as I could. Then blood spurted out like a tapped fire hydrant, and the orc actually swayed on his feet for a moment before he gave another war cry that seemed to send a fresh surge of energy into his muscles.

Unluckily for him, the orc’s brief moment of weakness gave me enough time to stab my knife into his thigh, pull it out, and dance backward again. Then all it took was one more block of his claws with my axe, and I was able to kick my boot into the side of the monster’s kneecap. It snapped like the kind of game-day injury that used to make me wince whenever I watched football, but now I grinned at the sound of my enemy’s pain.

My buck knife rose a final time against him. It tore open the base of his throat, but his eyes only grew lifeless after I jerked it out and watched another fountain of blood spew out of his body. Then the orc tried to give a single grunt as he collapsed to his knees, but my knife must have run through his vocal cords too, because all that came out was a slight gurgle.

I rocketed my axe down onto the top of the orc’s skull for good measure, and it cleaved straight through into his brain. Then I kicked his body into the ditch to join his friend who had already died at Sawsaw’s hands, but now there were two other new bodies there, too.

I looked up to make sure none of my kids needed help before I found my next target, but they all seemed to be getting along just fine. Then again, I was the father of a bunch of murdery geniuses, so this fact didn’t really come as much of a shock to me.

Abby was riding the shoulders of a burly orc. At first, I thought she might be trying to choke him out with her little legs, but then I realized a knife was sticking out of one of his ears, and my siren daughter was singing softly in his other ear.

Every time her song got louder, the orc stumbled to the left, and whenever it got quieter, he staggered to the right. When the melody went up, he swiped at the other orcs with his claws, and when the melody went down, he raised his thick forearms to block any blows that came against the little girl.

“Do you like my new song, Daddy?” Abby squealed when she saw me watching, but then she quickly went back to singing so she didn’t lose control over the orc.

“Great job, sweetie,” I said as I spun to avoid the sword of a short orc behind me. “Keep it up!”

The little siren directed her orc steed back into the fight. She made the mind-controlled monster tear open another orc’s abdomen, and then she gave a little whistle like she was signaling for reinforcements.

Akana answered the call looking like a fucking pint-sized Rambo.

The little orc girl had the blood of her enemies painted in streaks down her pale gray cheeks, and more blood was splattered across her tank top. Fresh blood was also dripping down from the corners of her mouth, and she had a dark bandana wrapped around her head to keep her wild black hair out of her face.

Now she gave a fearsome cry as she hurtled up from her hiding spot in the ditch. Akana sprinted toward the abdomen of the orc that Abby’s mind-controlled orc had just torn open, and she slid between his legs when he tried to lean forward and snatch her up. She popped back up behind him, raked her claws across his lower back, and then rolled back between his legs by the time he flipped around to face her.

The orc might have been fast, but Akana was faster.

She kept this routine up for a few seconds before she found her real opening. The next time she rolled between his legs and injured his back, the orc didn’t try to turn around and face her, but this only seemed to make Akana grin. She jumped up and hooked both her claws in the orc’s shoulder blades. As she slid back down to the floor, her claws stayed hooked inside him, and my little girl shredded all the muscles along his spine.

The orc still didn’t die, but from what I’d seen, these were tough bastards to put down. Akana didn’t seem to be the least bit concerned, either, because she quickly slipped around to the wounded orc’s front, reached a tiny fist up into his spilling guts, and pulled out a length of his intestine.

Then she just fucking ran with it.

“That’s my sister!” Abby squealed and clapped her hands as she watched Akana race down the tunnel with the orc’s intestines trailing out behind her like a banner. One of the other orcs growled and tried to grab the little goth girl mid-stride, but Akana pulled a serrated knife from somewhere and gutted him like a fish.

The orc she’d just gutted tried to push his guts back into his body, but Akana stopped running long enough to reach up and bury her fist inside his abdomen, too. Then she pulled out part of this new orc’s intestines, ripped it out like she was measuring a length of rope, and quickly tied the intestines of the new orc to the intestines of the old orc in one great big knot.

It seemed like it was more for show than anything else, because both orcs were still struggling to remain upright. The first orc finally sagged from blood loss and collapsed to the tunnel floor, but Akana launched herself toward the throat of the second orc. His claws almost caught her back, but she was faster than him, and her fangs tore open his throat a second later.

I was so stunned by watching my little girls fight like fucking champions that I almost didn’t hear the short orc with the blade until it was too late. At the last second, I heard his foot step on the moss at my feet, and I jammed the handle of my axe backward without looking.

The orc grunted at the impact, but the only other sound of pain he gave was a low wheeze from the air I’d just forced out of his lungs. I sidestepped to get out of his reach before I turned around, and then I had just enough time to grab his hair and knee him in the face before Sawsaw buried his axe in the back of the orc’s skull.

I embedded my axe into the front of the orc’s face just to be sure he couldn’t still stumble around and cause any damage. After we pulled out both our axes, I looked out for the two other orcs who were still left.

But the last two orcs were already dead and stacked neatly in the ditch off to the side. One had his throat slit, and the other had been neatly decapitated. Since the kills were efficient but not showy, my guess was that Sawsaw had turned both these orcs into corpses.

That only left Abby’s orc steed still on his feet.

“Did you have fun, princess?” I smiled at the little siren.

“Very much,” Abby answered solemnly. “I scrambled his brains with my dagger, and then I sang a song of confusion so he attacked his friends!”

“That was a great song, and I loved it,” I said seriously. “But it’s time for you to finish him off and come down now.”

“Okay!” Abby grabbed the hilt of the dagger with one hand, gripped the orc’s hair with the other, and then used all her little siren strength to push the blade even further into the orc’s skull.

When the tip of the blade emerged out the orc’s other ear, his eyes finally rolled back into his head, and he tumbled to the tunnel floor. Abby leaped clear of his collapsing body, did a little flip in the air, and then one hundred percent nailed the landing like an Olympic gymnast.

“Ta-da!” she cheered, and Sawsaw clamped his bloody axe under his armpit so he could clap his big green hands for her.

“Is that really all of them?” I demanded. “I don’t want anyone to have secretly escaped and then try to throw a spear with a… you know what? That’s not important.”

I was about to say that I didn’t want a repeat of the shriveled orc penis that had been thrown after us and nailed against the back of the wagon yesterday morning. But since there was no reason to say any of that to my little girls, I kept the rest of the thought to myself and instead helped Sawsaw count the bodies.

“Got ‘em,” Sawsaw said triumphantly. “Sisters did good.”

“Hell yeah, they did.” I grinned. “All three of you did outstanding. In case you haven’t noticed, orcs are really tough to kill.”

“Auntie Khara says they’re the most well-trained fighters in the underdark,” Abby said with a know-it-all nod.

“She might be slightly biased when she says that,” I chuckled. “But I imagine she’s not far off from the truth, at least based on what I’ve seen so far. Most monsters don’t get gutted and then try to keep fighting while they hold their guts in.”

Akana grunted and looked at her sister to interpret.

“Uhh… Akana thinks we should track them back to their home base right now!” Abby announced. “We can attack them before they notice that these orcs are missing, and the four of us will rain down terror and destruction on their heads!”

Akana folded her arms across her chest and gave Abby a level stare.

“Did you get all that from just one grunt?” I raised my eyebrow.

“Umm…” Abby hesitated, but she looked so cute with a face full of my camo makeup that it was hard to keep a serious look on my face.

“Is that really what she said?” I asked.

“No,” my siren daughter sighed. “I just thought it sounded like a good idea.”

“As badass as you all were just now, I don’t think we can take on a two thousand strong orc army by ourselves,” I chuckled.

“Fine…” Abby pouted and sent a half-hearted kick to a dead orc’s skull.

“Da?” Sawsaw touched my elbow and nodded at the corpses. “Different.”

I looked at the bodies to see what my son meant. The orcs might not be wearing much armor, but the armor they did have on seemed to come in three different colors. Four of the orcs wore black clothing and armored shoulder pads, the three tallest orcs wore threadbare yellow pants with thigh guards, and the last three wore blue bandoliers that crisscrossed their broad chests.

“Oh, I almost forgot!” Abby said and instantly perked up again. “That’s what Akanateela was trying to say earlier when we were listening to the orcs but couldn’t say anything, or they would hear us! It was so hard to be quiet, but I held my breath and tried to--”

“What was she trying to say?” I prompted when Abby seemed to have lost her train of thought.

“These orcs all smell different,” Abby answered, and after Akana gave a few more sniffs and grunts, the siren continued her explanation. “Individual orcs all smell different from each other, right? But orc tribes also smell different from each other, and there are three different orc tribe smells here.”

“Are you telling me that orcs from three different tribes are working together to track down Khara?” I asked as every alarm bell in my head rang.

“It seems like it!” Abby said cheerfully. “All we know for sure is that three different tribes are represented here because they all smell and look so different!”

“Chieftain argument,” Sawsaw grunted. “Remember?”

I thought back to the argument the orcs were having before the fight broke out. They had been arguing about what steps to take next, and it sounded like one of their chieftains was dead, but they were supposed to obey another chieftain. Now I realized that some of these orcs must belong to the Rakna tribe who had attacked us last night since their chieftain had been the one we killed, but the rest must be members of two different tribes.

This would explain the tension about whether to keep searching for Khara or to go back home for a purification ceremony first, along with the tension about where exactly ‘home’ was.

If three tribes really were working together, we were fucked.

“Shit,” I muttered, and then I realized we needed to do something with these bodies if we didn’t want the other orcs to immediately find them when they came looking.

Especially since they might come looking sooner rather than later.

“Orc tribes no hate each other?” Sawsaw asked as he screwed up his green face in confusion.

“Yeah, I thought they all hated each other too, buddy.” I took a deep breath. “I’m afraid they might have all found something that they hate even more than each other.”

“Auntie Khara?” Abby whispered as Akana’s expression turned to cold rage.

“Maybe,” I said. “We’ll need to talk to Khara about all this, and maybe she can give us some more details. But first, we need to do something with these bodies.”

“Lake,” Sawsaw said. “Rocks in pockets.”

“That’ll work,” I agreed. “Sawsaw, help me move them. Abby and Akana, do your best to clean up the blood around here, or at least cover it up with moss so it’s not quite so obvious.”

“We’ll make it look super pretty, Daddy,” Abby promised.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” I said with a grin.

My two little girls came with us on our first trip to carry two corpses back to the glowing lake we had passed earlier. They filled up each of their canteens with water while Sawsaw and I weighed down the orc bodies with stones and then pushed them into the lake. Sawsaw and I made another trip with three bodies between us this time, and then it only took us three more trips to finish sinking all the orc corpses to the bottom of the glowing lake.

I was a little worried that the bodies would be obvious at the bottom thanks to the glow of the crystals inside the lake, but after we pushed the bodies in, the corpses kept rolling down and down toward the bottom. It was like they were being pushed or pulled by an unseen force, and based on what else I’d seen in the underdark, I wouldn’t have been shocked if some bloodthirsty creature was just waiting for offerings like this at the bottom of the lake.

Nothing emerged from the water to threaten us though, and I only waited long enough to make sure all the corpses were out of sight below the surface. Then Sawsaw and I walked back to rejoin the girls in the bloody tunnel, but when I saw what my siren daughter was doing, I grabbed Sawsaw just before we reached them so we could watch her work in silence.

Abby was singing to the water.

She and Akana had both poured their canteens onto the cavern floor, and now the little siren was singing to the puddles of water. The puddles rippled and spread across the stone floor, and every time the water droplets rolled over another patch of orc blood, the water swept away the blood entirely. Finally, the bloody puddles of water wiggled their way into the patches of red moss and spilled down into the moss at the bottom of the ditch.

Other orcs might still be able to sniff out the blood now hidden in the moss, but there was no visible trace of it left. It was an incredible feat, and I thought my heart might actually burst with pride.

“Beautiful work, pumpkin,” I said as I propped my hands on my hips. “You really outdid yourself today. You too, Akana. You only just joined our family, and you’ve already slain a couple orcs. How does that feel?”

The little orc girl smiled at me with bloody fangs and gave a single, serious nod.

“She loves fighting with her family so much,” Abby whispered.

“I thought so,” I snickered. “Now let’s get the hell home before anything happens to our horses.”

When we returned to the surface beside Torrance’s cave, the two teams of draft horses were still exactly where we left them. They were such sturdy bastards that they didn’t seem the least bit disturbed that the other three wagons and the rest of the horses had left already, and instead, they just snorted softly and nuzzled their noses into my shoulder.

Sawsaw hopped up into the driver’s seat of one wagon, and Abby climbed up to ride home with him. Akana held out her arms to me so I could lift her up into the front seat of the second wagon with me, and I felt a fatherly flutter of pride in my chest that my little murdery goth child wanted to ride home with her daddy.

Once I was sure everything was how we needed to leave it, I nodded for Sawsaw to lead the way, clicked the reins, and then started driving myself.

I was finally starting to breathe normally again now that we were out of the underdark, even though we still weren’t out of the woods yet, literally or metaphorically. Since it was still nighttime, it was possible for orcs or other creatures from the underdark to come out and attack us before we got home. We would also be uncomfortably close to human territory until we got a few miles south of the forest border, and that meant uncomfortably close to the duke and his soldiers, not just the monster-hating villagers.

I glanced over my shoulder every few minutes to make sure we weren’t being followed. There was no sign of movement in the trees behind us, and Akana didn’t seem to sniff out anything concerning, but I did start to notice something else that made my heart pound a little faster.

Our wagon tracks were visible.

It was still only a light imprint right now, but a few more trips to and from the quarry would leave clear tracks all along the forest floor. Ferns and other underbrush were already bent down where the wheels had rolled over them, and the fallen leaves and pine needles along the way were crushed in two faint impressions of rolling wheels.

It might not scream out in its obviousness right now, but it wouldn’t be long before any asshole who wandered through the forest would be able to spot the tracks and follow them all the way to Torrance’s cave. Hell, they might even be able to follow them past the southern border of the forest and then all the way across the rolling hills back to our homestead.

I wasn’t sure what to do about this yet, but I added it to the growing list of problems that I needed to solve.
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Chapter 6

When I finally woke up the next morning, both suns looked like they had been up for a few hours. I stretched my arms overhead before I swung my legs off the side of the bed and then pulled on a clean shirt and pair of pants. I had slept like the dead when we got home from the quarry, but I felt more refreshed than I thought I would.

Maybe Calli had gifted me with another song while I slept.

Once I was on my feet, I stretched again and then headed into the kitchen. I only meant to grab a bite and then head out to check on things with my family, but as soon as I exited the bedroom, I saw Matilda standing in front of the stove.

Her soft brown hair hung down her back in one of Calli’s elaborate braids, and she had a pale pink apron pinned around her dress. She didn’t seem to hear me come into the room since she didn’t even turn around, but then I saw that her gaze was fixed on the fried eggs she was flipping on the stove.

“Uh, good morning?” I glanced down to make sure I was fully dressed.

“Oh!” Matilda jumped but then waved her spatula at me. “G-good morning, Ken.”

“Did you have a late night, too?” I teased. “Is that why you’re just now eating breakfast?”

“Wh-what?” Matilda stammered. “No, I’ve already eaten. I just volunteered to make you breakfast when you woke up, on account of how everybody else has gone ahead and started work.”

“That was very thoughtful of you,” I said. “Even if it does make me feel like I’ve slept in a little too late if everybody else is already at work.”

“No, that’s not what I meant at all!” The slender brunette turned back to the stove as if the heat could help hide the pink flush of her cheeks. “I just wanted to explain why I was here in your kitchen instead of in mine. Our kitchen is so nice too, and I’m-- I mean we’re-- so grateful for it. I’m always happy to cook there, but I thought if I waited in your kitchen, then I would be able to hear you when you woke up, and then I could put the eggs on! S-so you see--”

“Matilda,” I said gently. “Take a breath.”

“O-okay.” She paused, and when she turned back to face me, her cheeks were still flushed, but her voice was much calmer. “I just didn’t want you to think I was being creepy by hanging around your kitchen.”

“I don’t think anyone could accuse you of being creepy,” I chuckled. “This is your home too, you know. You don’t have to stay confined to the house we built for your family specifically.”

“Shoot, the eggs!” Matilda gasped and then spun back around to the stove.

The slender brunette shoveled the now-crispy fried eggs onto some toast she had already prepared. The whole kitchen now had a slightly burnt smell to it, but Matilda just gritted her teeth, reached into the oven, and pulled out a tray of bacon.

“I know it’s not much,” the human girl sighed. “And now I’ve gone and burnt the eggs, but it was easy to keep the bacon and toast hot, so I thought this would be the easiest breakfast to make you really fast.”

“It’s perfect,” I replied as she brought my plate over to the table. “You didn’t have to make anything at all. I was just going to grab a leftover biscuit from yesterday and head out, so this is a nice surprise.”

“Oh, did you want biscuits instead of toast?” Matilda’s gray-blue eyes went wide. “I knew I shouldn’t have told Blink he could have the last one, but--”

“If you don’t stop apologizing for making me breakfast, I might actually get mad,” I said with a smile, just in case she didn’t understand that I was still joking.

Matilda bit her lip and nodded. She brought over a fresh cup of coffee after I started eating, and then she sat down two seats away from me at the kitchen table. The eggs were a little burnt but nothing that a little extra hot sauce couldn’t fix, and thanks to a lucky stop at a farmer’s market last week, I’d picked up some perfect hot peppers that Nika had turned into a seasoning that tasted even better than my beloved Cholula.

I didn’t want to be rude when Matilda had gone to the trouble of making me breakfast, but I was so eager to talk to Khara about the orcs we ran into last night that I plowed through my breakfast. I gulped down a second cup of coffee just to make sure that Matilda knew how much I appreciated it, and then I headed toward the door.

“I’ll send one of the gobs in to clean this up,” I said when Matilda started taking all the dishes back to the sink.

“Oh, I don’t mind,” Matilda said cheerfully. “I’m happy to help.”

“If you say so.” I shrugged and headed out the front door.

If Matilda wanted to stay and wash the dishes, then I wasn’t going to argue with her. I was glad the girl finally seemed like she was feeling at home here and like she was finding things she was good at and enjoyed doing. She was still a little shy and had trouble standing up for herself all the time, but at least she had accepted my strange living situation.

Well, strange to her.

For me, having four terrifying and beautiful wives from the underdark felt like the most natural thing in the world, and it was hard to imagine my life before I met any of them.

Since Matilda said that the rest of my family had started work for the day, I headed toward the kiln behind Ruby’s workshop. I only made it a few steps off the porch before I heard hammering and grunting from the northeast corner of the wall though, and I quickly hurried in that direction instead. When I came around the corner of the house, I spotted my family before they caught sight of me, and I paused in amazement when I saw what they’d been doing.

They had already started construction on the wall.

The foundation for the new granite wall was laid just behind the wooden perimeter wall to the left of the corner watchtower. There was already a small two-foot-high section that had been sealed together with limestone mortar, and a few of the larger granite blocks had been set aside to help build the watchtower when they rebuilt it out of stone.

Khara and Ruby seemed to be leading construction on the site. Ruby gave the orders for everything that should be done, but Khara served as her enforcer. Every time one of my goblin sons missed a spot with the mortar or didn’t angle a granite block precisely enough, Khara suddenly appeared beside him and playfully snapped her jaws or claws at him until he got it right.

I could have sworn her jaws almost closed on the gobs a few times, but they moved quickly enough to evade her each time. Once, Canigo didn’t apply enough mortar before he hefted up a block of granite to drop on top of it, and Khara came after him with her claws so fast that he had to enter sneak mode to escape. The moment he disappeared, the granite block floated in mid-air and then dropped to the ground a second later, and only Sawsaw’s incredible goblin reflexes pulled his toes back in time to keep them from getting crushed.

“Careful!” Sawsaw huffed.

“Gob sorry,” Canigo said, but I noticed he stayed hidden in camo mode long enough to let out a giggle.

“Fucking nice,” Ruby groaned with a roll of her eyes. “Next time, maybe wait until he drops the granite before you scold him, Khara. Otherwise, we might all end up short a few toes.”

“I do not believe a few missing toes would make me shorter,” Khara replied as she returned to Ruby’s side. “However, I understand your concern for your own stature, small dwarf.”

“Hey, I can do more with my four and a half feet than most people can who are twice my size, thank you very much,” Ruby grumbled.

“Are there many people who are twice your size?” Khara asked. “I have not seen any humans who are nine feet tall, but perhaps you have seen humans in different areas of the world.”

“Oh, never mind,” Ruby chuckled. “I just meant be careful when you’re keeping the gobs on track.”

“If you do not question my methods of enforcing, I will not question your methods of building,” Khara said with the hint of a smile. “Unless you would like to take a turn?”

Ruby followed Khara’s gaze to where Fetch was showing Burp how much granite he could lift above his head. He had just switched out one small slab for a heavier one, and his wiry green arm muscles were trembling as he struggled to push the block up until his arms were fully extended.

My imagination instantly filled with the image of a bloody Fetch being squashed like a bug, and I guessed that Ruby’s did, too. She didn’t even wait for Khara to make a move. She just threw herself toward the little gob instead, shoved the granite slab out of his arms so it tumbled to the ground behind him, and then snatched him up by his candy-red hair.

“Hair hurt!” Fetch howled, but Burp just cackled in laughter. “Auntie Ruby hurt gob!”

“This is nothing,” Ruby snorted as she dragged the little green monster over to Khara and then dropped him at her feet. “You just won yourself personal oversight from your Auntie Khara, kiddo. I distracted her for one second, and I almost ended up with a dead gob.”

“So you are saying that perhaps I was right?” Khara smirked.

“Yeah, yeah, but don’t let it go to that beautiful head of yours,” Ruby said. “You keep enforcing, and I’ll keep building.”

“Let’s try again, shall we?” Khara smiled as she helped Fetch to his feet, and the little gob promptly fled back toward the granite and threw himself into the task with enthusiastic focus.

I grinned and shook my head, and then I glanced around to see how the rest of my family was doing. Calli and Abby were nowhere to be seen, but I guessed my siren wife was probably helping my daughter recharge in the pond or the river. Abby had used a lot of energy last night, and she would need to spend a lot of time in the water today to make up for it. Akana was also missing, but I guessed she was probably hanging out with her big sister.

Timber and Blink weren’t there, either, and I figured they must be manning the kiln. The rest of the gobs made up for their absence though, as they continued to try and faithfully follow all of Ruby and Khara’s directions. Even Nika kept saluting the other two women every time they gave another order, and when they told her she was applying the mortar wrong, she just giggled, saluted again, and started over. Whenever she still got it wrong, Ruby grabbed a jacket and covered up her tits where they threatened to spill out of her white tank top, and Nika huffed and pouted and promised to do better, if only Nimble Fingers wouldn’t take away the sight of her beautiful breasts again.

Then I left my position by the house, and Nika spotted me coming toward them across the lawn.

“Ken Jewell!” Nika jumped up and down like there was any possible way I could miss the sexy, green-skinned woman.

“Hey, Nika.” I smiled as I joined them. “And hey to everyone else, too. I can’t believe you all started on the wall without me.”

“Oh no, should we have waited?” Nika whispered loudly. “I told Nimble Fingers you might want to oversee the wall construction, at least at first, but she insisted!”

“I just meant that I was impressed you already started,” I chuckled. “Besides, Ruby is just as capable a foreman as I would be. She is a dwarf, remember?”

“I do forget that sometimes,” Nika sighed. “It is just because I have never seen a dwarf like her! So tall, so slender, with such delicious hips and breasts that she looks like she is made of cream! Even if she does sometimes hide her boobaliciousness from me to punish me for not applying the mortar right. But that only makes me miss those perfect round cream puffs even more!”

“Don’t get any ideas, Nika,” Ruby warned. “Remember Ken’s rule about not biting each other!”

“I do forget that too, sometimes,” Nika giggled.

“I can understand why,” I said, since I was struggling to tear my own gaze away from Ruby’s chest that was so crammed into her tank top it might as well have been a corset.

“So what about just a little nibble?” Nika suddenly appeared at my elbow. “A little nibble of Nimble Fingers, just to taste?”

“Nope, I’m afraid not,” I sighed and finally tore my eyes away from the petite redhead. “Ruby’s right.”

“I am?” Ruby looked disappointed that I had stopped ogling her, but then she cleared her throat. “I mean yes, of course I’m fucking right! Ummm, but what exactly am I right about?”

“No biting,” I chuckled. “And no distractions from building this wall.”

“Yes, absolutely.” Ruby nodded. “We will be the most focused bunch you’ve ever seen, I promise.”

“I will make sure of that,” Khara agreed.

“It looks like you’re already off to a great start.” I nodded at the wall. “I can’t believe the mortar was ready to go this morning. I was worried it might take a few days.”

“I gave Timber very strict instructions about the kiln.” Ruby shrugged. “He did a fucking great job yesterday, and I got everyone else up at the crack of the first sun this morning so we could grind up the dried limestone and make some damn mortar out of it. I promised you a wall, and by the Stone Mother, that’s what I’m going to give you.”

“Nobody ever doubted you,” I laughed.

“If they did, they’d be in for a big fucking disappointment, that’s for sure,” Ruby said, and she stamped her foot on the ground for emphasis.

“How much wall do you think we can build, based on the granite we currently have?” I asked.

“As best I can tell so far, I think we can get between thirty-five and forty feet of wall built for every fresh load of granite we get,” Ruby answered. “Less, if we want to include the corner watchtowers in our calculations.”

“So, not counting the watchtowers, we probably have enough right now for seventy or eighty feet of wall?” I asked. “That’s amazing!”

“It’s a start,” Ruby huffed like she was dissatisfied with everything this morning, but I smiled at the gleam of pride in her hazel eyes.

“I know we have a hell of a lot more wall than eighty feet to go,” I snickered. “But we have to start somewhere. That means we probably need fourteen more granite trips to finish off the wall, plus one or two more on top of that to get enough stone for the towers.”

“Sawsaw go tonight?” my oldest son asked as he paused work long enough to wipe the sweat from his forehead.

“Yeah, we should make another quarry run tonight,” I agreed. “I might go with you, or I might let you spearhead operations tonight, Sawsaw. But first, I want to talk to Khara about the orcs we ran into.”

“Alright, take ten, everybody!” Ruby bellowed in her high-pitched voice that was impossible to take too seriously. “But if I don’t see your asses back here in ten minutes, I’m sending Khara after every single one of you.”

My goblin sons all giggled and scampered away, except for Sawsaw and Shitter. Shitter looked like he wanted nothing more than to run off with Canigo, Fetch, and Burp when they started to play a game of Keep Away with a metal crowbar, but he drew himself up tall beside his older brother and tried very hard to focus on the adults’ conversation.

Shitter was coming along just fine, and in no time, I was sure he would be almost as reliable and ferocious as Sawsaw. I didn’t know how quickly the rest of the gobs would follow their example, but I hoped it would be sooner rather than later.

Then again, Burp had just tried to kill one of my new draft horses a couple days ago. The draft horse was a strong enough bastard that he had defended himself and ended up with only a little leg wound that would heal in a couple more days with the help of Calli’s magic salves, but the fact still remained that Burp couldn’t control himself yet.

Fetch was only slightly better, and Blink, Timber, and Canigo had slightly more self-control than him. But even Shitter still craved sheep before a mission, and that meant the gobs were always threatening to eat us out of house and home even when they actually had permission to kill the livestock.

“Akana, Abby, and Sawsaw told me what happened last night,” Khara announced. “I agree that this is some cause for concern.”

“Did anybody else have a cold chill run down their spine when Khara said she was concerned?” Ruby whispered.

“I did not say I was concerned,” Khara clarified. “Only that this situation is a bit… concerning.”

“Why do you say that?” I asked.

“The orcs are out to get Khara,” Nika whispered. “She is the bestest and most ferocious warrior, and they are all jealous of her hunting skills, her fighting skills, her army, and her big tits.”

“I understand all that,” I snickered. “I meant why was last night any different?”

“The children said there seemed to be three different groups of orcs in the eleven you killed last night,” Khara said. “Is this correct?”

“Yeah,” I answered. “Some burly guys in blue, some tall guys in yellow, and several in black, too.”

“Each orc tribe uses a different color in their banner, their clothing, and their armor,” Khara said. “Most members of the orc tribes also physically look and smell different from each other, but the different colors help identify friend and foe in the heat of battle.”

“Sure, I get all that,” I said. “But what does it mean for us? Which tribes are yellow, blue, and black?”

“Rakna is blue,” Khara replied. “Its soldiers are known for their muscles and battle rage, but they are also known to be one of the most stubborn tribes when it comes to alliances.”

“That would probably explain some of the tension about which chieftain’s orders they were supposed to be following last night,” I muttered.

“This would be a reasonable explanation,” Khara agreed. “If Rakna has allied itself with two other tribes, then I must be even more valuable to them than I realized. They must truly want to kill my body and soul.”

“You are our family’s second member to make the Most Wanted list!” Nika bounced excitedly. “Ken Jewell is on the humans’ Most Wanted list because of all the orgasms he has been giving us. I think humans must not enjoy orgasms very much if they are so angry that our husband has been giving them to us over and over and over--”

“Ma!” Sawsaw cleared his throat.

“Oops, I got carried away!” Nika giggled. “But now Khara is on the orcs’ Most Wanted list! I am so proud to have two such amazing fugitives in our family.”

“If Rakna is blue,” I said to refocus the conversation, “then who were the guys in black and yellow?”

“Dhozhna Khi warriors are the tallest orcs, and they wear yellow,” Khara replied.

“Rakna and Dhozhna Khi both have home bases southeast of Ashgor, right?” Ruby asked.

“That is correct,” Khara answered. “It should make them natural allies since they live so close to each other, but I cannot recall a time when they have worked together for anything.”

“Until now,” Sawsaw muttered.

“But forget about Rakna and Dhozhna Khi for the moment, since the orcs in black are the ones I have the most concerns about.” Khara folded her arms over her cleavage and held herself perfectly still so she looked like a breathtaking gray statue. “The warriors in black are members of the Dagham Ghur tribe.”

“The tribe without a fixed home base?” Nika asked.

“Correct,” Khara replied. “They pride themselves on their independence more than all the other orcs. If they have chosen to ally with the Rakna and Dhozhna Khi orcs, things might become a little… difficult… for us.”

“Call me crazy, but I kind of thought the Rakna tribe would stop hunting you once we killed their chieftain the other night,” Ruby huffed.

“His army is still bound by their honor to fulfill his last commands,” Khara explained. “Once the army is eliminated, the rest of the tribe will not care what happens to me, and this is true for the other tribes as well.”

“The chieftain of Dagham Ghur must have really wanted to marry you, if he forced himself to ally with two other orc tribes,” I muttered.

“Of all the tribe chieftains, he was the one most likely to win the trophy hunt.” Khara shrugged. “I would still have beaten him, but he probably feels the most insulted by my actions.”

“Awesome,” Ruby grumbled.

“Oh, Nimble Fingers, Khara cannot help that she is as sexy as she is deadly.” Nika patted Ruby on the head.

“It is true, I am the sexiest orc I know,” Khara said stoically. “I am also the deadliest orc I know. As well as the smartest.”

“No arguments from me on that account,” Ruby said as she winked at my orc wife.

“Oh, but do not worry!” Nika leaned down in front of Ruby to whisper into the petite redhead’s cleavage. “You are very sexy and deadly too, but in a different way from Khara.”

“Does that refer to me or just my milk melons?” Ruby snorted.

“Shh!” Nika glanced up at the other redhead’s face before she turned her attention back to her tits. “Now where were we, ladies? Oh yes, I was telling you how wonderfully sexy and deadly you are. You are like beautiful round cupcakes that would lure in your enemies until they are close enough to bash their brains in. They think they will get a taste of strawberries and cream, but no, no, no, the only thing they will get a taste of is their own blood leaking from the giant holes we make in their skulls!”

Nika licked her lips and then darted her tongue in between Ruby’s tits, but the petite woman grabbed my goblin wife’s face and forced her to stand up straight again.

“Hey, weren’t we just talking about staying focused?” Ruby demanded.

“I was focused!” Nika protested. “I was focused on how sexy and deadly all of my sister-wives are!”

“You are all very sexy and deadly,” I chuckled.

“Uh, Da?” Sawsaw scratched his mop of candy-red hair. “Scout with shriveled penis spear?”

“Thanks for reminding me,” I groaned. “The orcs last night had been told about the death of the Rakna chieftain, so the scout must have made it all the way home and told everyone what he saw, right? But if he did, then why didn’t the orcs seem to know about the human, dwarf, and goblins that they smelled along with your trail?”

“Members of the underdark would have a difficult time understanding our family dynamic,” Khara replied. “Much like most humans, I imagine.”

“So, what, he just couldn’t fucking make sense of it?” Ruby asked.

“Perhaps.” Khara started to inspect her long black claws like she was currently prepping them for a fight. “But it is more likely that the scout did not return all the way home. The orcs would have sent out multiple scouting parties to hunt me down, so the scout who escaped probably ran into another hunting party, told them everything, and then continued his solo journey back to whichever home base the three clans are working out of.”

“So the scout who escaped still has to run all the way home before the rest of the orcs know about the quarry?” Nika asked.

“That is my theory,” Khara replied.

“Then we should still have time to make all our pretty new bombs!” Nika grinned. “The orcs will love their surprise when they get here!”

“The point is to try and keep them away from here,” I groaned, but Nika was dancing around in her excitement too much to argue with her.

“It might be difficult to fight the soldiers of three combined clans,” Khara said, as if this thought had just occurred to her.

“Gahh!” Shitter slapped his hand against his own forehead.

“I know, buddy.” I felt the same way, but it was still hard not to smile at my goblin son’s frustration. “Listen, Khara, I’m gonna need some hard numbers from you. How many soldiers exactly are we up against? You said the army of each clan is usually ten to twenty percent of the total population, right?”

“That is correct,” Khara replied. “I can predict their numbers with ninety-four percent certainty based on the last intel I received as General of the Great Army of Molgre Dhodh. Rakna, Dhozhna Khi, and Dagham Ghur each have armies that run close to twenty percent of their total population. If they are allied, then we can expect to fight a total of ten thousand orc soldiers together.”

I just stared at her.

Nika’s emerald eyes went wide with excitement, Sawsaw puffed his chest out like he would take them all on single-handed, but Ruby and Shitter leaned on each other like they might both puke.

“I know I shouldn’t be surprised by that number,” I said finally. “But it’s a hell of a thing to hear it spoken out loud.”

“Of course I spoke it out loud.” Khara frowned so her two fangs pressed themselves into her top lip. “How else does one speak things?”

“Never mind,” I muttered. “So, ten thousand orcs, huh?”

“That will require so many bombs, Ken Jewell!” Nika jumped up and down like my own personal cheerleader.

“Damn, we needed this wall yesterday,” I groaned. “We should definitely make another quarry run tonight. Tomorrow, I’ll make a run into town to get more black powder supplies, and--”

“We might need to slightly alter those plans.” Khara cleared her throat. “Akana needs your attention, husband.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

The little orc girl suddenly stood up on the platform of the northeastern watchtower, and even Sawsaw jumped. Akana didn’t laugh or spin around like Abby did when she managed to surprise us, but her lips did curl into a satisfied smirk.

As soon as Khara held out her hands for her little girl, Akana jumped into her mother’s arms and then planted her feet firmly on the ground like a tiny gray tree.

“What’s going on?” I asked the little orc girl.

Akana held up the claws of one hand and then made a gesture like she was ripping off her own face.

“Uh, a little help?” I looked at Khara.

“It is time for Akana to hunt her first wendigo,” the brunette orc warrior explained. “She must swipe the face of a wendigo off with one blow.”

“Okay… super,” I said with a blank nod. “I’ll get supplies for black powder tomorrow, and then once that process is underway, I can take my daughter on a wendigo hunt.”

“I am afraid this will not work,” Khara replied. “It must happen sooner.”

“Akana just helped me slaughter a whole scouting party of orcs last night,” I argued. “Isn’t that enough killing to get her through at least one day?”

“It is different.” Khara shrugged. “An orc normally kills her first wendigo in the first month of life. But Akana is so advanced and was born so early that her timeline is much faster. If you want her to develop and progress properly into a warrior woman worthy of our clan, she needs to kill her first wendigo within the first few days of her life.”

“The first few days?” I repeated. “But that would mean--”

“Yes, husband,” Khara interrupted. “It would be best if this was accomplished by the time tomorrow night ends.”
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Chapter 7

“Shit!” I said. “Look, as much as I want to be there for Akana’s first wendigo kill, maybe you could take her on your own, Khara? We really need to make some progress on this wall, come up with a plan to beat ten thousand orcs, make a fuck-ton of bombs, avoid the guards and orcs on our nightly quarry runs, and--”

Akana’s little hand slipped into mine and cut me off mid-sentence. She looked up at me without a word, but her little fangs were pressed so hopefully into her top lip that it looked like she had a little bit of an adorable underbite.

My heart melted when I looked down at her, and when the little goth girl tugged my hand, I thought my whole body might actually pool into a mushy puddle at my feet.

“She wants her wonderful father to take her on her first wendigo hunt,” Khara translated, even though I could have guessed that much.

“Okay, sweetie,” I told the little orc. “I’ll take you on your first wendigo hunt, but it will be tomorrow, okay?”

Akana nodded solemnly.

“New plan,” I announced to the group. “We’ll build as much of the wall as we can today, we’ll go on another granite run tonight, Akana and I will go wendigo hunting tomorrow, and the day after that, I’ll go to Hamstead for more black powder supplies.”

“Do we have enough time?” Ruby asked. “Because I want some damn catapults, I told ye’ I did, Ken! And if you’d just give me some time, I can get at least two of them up and running for you, with just a little assistance from–”

“Okay, okay.” I ran a hand down my face as I tried not to let the to-do list overwhelm me. “I agree, catapults need to be addressed ASAP, I’m sorry it slipped my mind. So Khara, what’s our time frame?”

“The escaped orc probably reached home this morning,” Khara replied. “They will spend today discussing everything, and then the purification and piercing ceremony will begin tomorrow.”

“How long exactly will that take?” I asked.

“Different tribes have different rules,” Khara answered. “A minimum of three days before they send out additional scouting parties ahead of their armies. Perhaps more than three days, but probably not less.”

“At least that buys us a little bit of time,” I muttered.

“So… catapults?” Ruby’s eyes lit up as she turned to me.

“Catapults,” I agreed. “I can give you a hand–”

“Nope!” the dwarf refused. “This is the work of the nimbler races, and I’ve already got all the plans drawn up and the supplies laid out in my shop. And by the shop. And tucked a few dozen other places around here where I could find some room.”

“You do?” I arched an eyebrow as I pictured her stowing building supplies all over my homestead like a cute little squirrel. “Since when?”

“Since I fucking asked about catapults ages ago!” Ruby threw her hands up. “You said I could have some, but ye’ never gave me the go-ahead, so I’ve been waiting around twiddling my damn thumbs about it, and what’s a girl gotta do to get the go-ahead on constructing some launching apparatuses, huh?”

I smirked and leveled the feisty dwarf with a good, long look that very clearly questioned how much “twiddling of thumbs” any of us had done lately.

She blushed and giggled within about two seconds, and then she playfully swatted her hand through the air.

“You just focus on the wall and the other thousand fucking things you have to accomplish,” Ruby drawled. “Leave the catapults to me. And probably a couple of your gob boys.”

I nodded. “Deal. Let’s do this.”

I spent the rest of the day with my family as we worked together to build our granite wall. Timber kept the kiln running constantly, and that afternoon, Blink traded spots with Fetch and Burp so they could help Timber with the kiln, and Blink could help with the wall. The rest of us worked on construction of the wall and the new northeast watchtower while Sawsaw and Shitter helped Ruby out with her catapults. Whenever we started to lag, Matilda and Calli prepared us a massive amount of snacks, or Calli sang us songs to help boost our energy.

By the time the suns set, we had completed a nine-foot-high section on either side of the watchtower, and we had built the new watchtower up to about a third of its final height. It was great progress for one day, but we were still just getting started, so that night, we went on another granite run.

I only took Sawsaw and the other gobs with me this time, but I tasked Calli with watching the kiln to make sure we could keep making new batches of limestone mortar all through the night. And Ruby kept on trucking with the catapults, even though she did allow the slightly less nimble Khara to assist with heavy lifting.

When we stepped foot outside the quarry cave entrance though, I immediately saw that there had been some changes since last night. The duke must have gotten wind that some of his precious granite had gone missing, and since we had already stolen a fuck-ton of his stone from his quarry, that didn’t come as a shock to me.

But the two dozen guards he’d brought out to stand right at the quarry entrance did.

Still, it was a surprisingly uneventful quarry run. It helped that I fed all the gobs a bunch of mana mushrooms before we got started, and this allowed them to stay in sneak mode the whole time we were stealing granite. And luckily for us, the quarry workers had mined so much new granite during the day that we didn’t even have to drill our own stone.

We just moved one block after another, even if it did take us slightly longer since we couldn’t use the noisy chute. Instead, we used the carts to move the stone from the quarry, through the tunnel, and down to the waiting railway cars. We also had to wait for some background noise whenever we needed to drop the granite, but the guards’ loud laughter and the distant rumbles of an early summer thunderstorm gave us plenty of opportunities.

I thought about killing the guards just to make it easier on myself, but the duke would just replace them with other guards, and next time, there might be even more of them here. Plus, it wouldn’t be easy to kill two dozen armored soldiers, even if they were just humans.

No, it would be quicker and easier to move the granite with the gobs in sneak mode, and if shit hit the fan, then we’d clean it up when we needed to.

The guards didn’t seem super fond of their new post, and they sure as hell didn’t seem concerned that anyone was stealing the duke’s granite. These assholes had probably drawn the short straw of guard duty here in the middle of nowhere at night, and it seemed like they were only interested in passing the time until they could go home.

They might have been a little more scared if they ever turned around and saw blocks of granite floating through the air while my sons carried them in sneak mode. But Canigo acted as an excellent lookout. Every time the guards started to look around at any suspicious noise, he gave his trademark nauseous owl signal, and all the gobs stopped working until the guards relaxed again.

After we finished work at the quarry, we loaded up the getaway wagons, and I took Shitter with me to go spy on the guards at the fork in the road. There were the same number as the previous night, so at least the duke hadn’t increased the number of soldiers stationed there.

On the way home, I drove the last wagon, so I noticed that the wagon tracks through the forest were already deeper than I would have guessed. I thought we had another few trips before it became glaringly obvious that somebody was taking whole wagons filled with granite through the woods, but it might be even sooner than I thought.

We’d have to come up with a plan to address that ASAP. Otherwise, the duke would start combing the woods for any trace of the granite thieves, and that would lead to our doorstep possibly even faster than the orcs got here.

“The duke seems to have plenty of soldiers to spare, that’s for sure,” I announced to my family when we got back home. “Three dozen at the fork in the road, two dozen at the quarry entrance, and probably more tomorrow once he realizes more granite is missing.”

“The duke is the most powerful man in this region of the kingdom,” Torrance said from the corner of the kitchen, where he had joined my wives for a late-night cup of tea.

“Any idea on the exact number of soldiers he’s working with?” I asked as I kicked my feet up onto a stool.

“I’m afraid not,” the old man replied. “You’d probably need an inside man to find out that kind of information.”

“Maybe not,” Ruby said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I think Nimble Fingers has a plan!” Nika whispered loudly. “She has her most clever expression on!”

“Then let’s hear it!” Calli said.

“Well…” Ruby took a deep breath. “Do you think those prostitutes we ran into at the quarry might know something?”

“Shit,” I muttered. “You might actually be on to something.”

“Why do you say that like you’re surprised?” Ruby snorted.

“That’s not how I meant it, and you know it,” I chuckled. “Do you think they really might know something about the duke’s soldiers?”

“It’s the closest we’re going to get to having an inside man,” Ruby replied.

“Because of all the men who have been inside them?” Nika gasped.

“Uhh, that’s not really what I was trying to say,” Ruby answered.

“These are the prostitutes who were with the soldiers on your first quarry run?” Calli asked.

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “After the soldiers spotted us and came after us, we killed them all, but then we chased down the women before they could escape back to the village. I paid them off for their silence, but I don’t think they were planning to tell anyone what happened anyway. I think they were worried they would somehow be blamed for it.”

“That was probably part of the reason,” Ruby continued. “But these prostitutes also seemed pretty chummy with Ken when he was convincing them not to rat us out to the authorities.”

“And when you say chummy,” Calli began, “do you mean--”

“Oh, they wanted to jump his bones and ride his big, hard tool off into the sunset,” Ruby snickered.

“Ruby!” I glanced apologetically at Torrance, but this certainly wasn’t the most scandalous thing the old man had ever heard a member of my family say.

“No need to worry about me, Ken.” Torrance sipped his tea like we were talking about cheese and crackers instead of prostitutes and big, hard tools. “I have a feeling your Ruby may be right about this.”

“What makes you say that, Torrance?” Calli leaned forward. “Have you had a lot of dealings with prostitutes in Hamstead?”

The old farmer almost spat out his tea. “No, no, nothing like that! I can only tell you what I’ve noticed in all my years of going to and from town.”

“You know Hamstead better than any of us,” I said. “Tell us what you know.”

“Only that soldiers tend to be the most frequent customers of the prostitutes in town,” Torrance answered. “I’m sure there’s plenty of men who would go to them if they had the money, but most village folk can’t afford their rates. Or if they do, it’s a splurge they don’t take part in very often.”

“I’m surprised the duke pays his soldiers a living wage,” I muttered. “Grunts usually have to do the dirty work but don’t get to reap a lot in the way of a paycheck.”

“Grunts?” Ruby asked.

“That’s what we call soldiers back on Earth,” I said. “The ones who do the actual work, while the higher-ups all sit back on their thrones and boss us around.”

“So the kings of your world have thrones, too?” Nika asked.

“If we could go back to your Earth, I would tear down each and every one of their thrones,” Khara growled.

“Then I would use those scraps to build you the biggest and best throne of all of them,” Ruby added.

“And I would sing such a mighty song that it would force all the people of this Earth to bow before your throne,” Calli said with a sweet smile. “They would acknowledge you as the one true king of their whole world and then sing your praises forever.”

“I appreciate the idea,” I laughed. “But I think we might be getting a little sidetracked here. Earth is a thing of the past, and I’m only interested in my future here now.”

“Suit yourself!” Nika grinned. “But our offer always stands!”

“Thanks.” I smirked. “So, what were you saying about the soldiers, Torrance?”

“I don’t know how much they get paid exactly,” the old farmer replied. “But they do get paid regularly, and that’s more than most village folk can say. Most everybody manages to make a living, some a lot better than others, but farmers and shopkeepers never know exactly how much money they’re going to earn any given week. Soldiers at least have a steady paycheck.”

“So they know when they can afford to visit the prostitutes,” I finished for him. “Yeah, that makes sense. And if the prostitutes see soldiers more than any other clients, they might actually know something that could help us.”

“It would be worth a shot, anyway,” Ruby said. “That really pretty one with the black hair and the blue eyes, oh, what was her name? Envelope? Pennyloppy?”

“Penelope?” I guessed.

“That’s it, Penelope!” Ruby agreed. “She seemed very fond of our husband, and who can blame her?”

“He is the most well-muscled, most clever, and most skilled human I have ever observed,” Khara said like she was stating a fact more obvious than that the sky was blue.

“Exactly,” Ruby said. “I’m sure she would help us for the right price.”

“How much money do you think she will ask for?” Nika whispered. “Oh! Or maybe she would like some jewelry and gold dishes from our treasure hoard instead!”

“I think Penelope and the other women are probably more interested in Ken himself than his money,” Ruby snorted. “But I guess they’d settle for money, too.”

“I don’t know about these particular prostitutes,” Torrance said. “But I have seen some travel north of Hamstead toward the duke’s palace before. Usually, that only happens on big holidays or when the duke is celebrating something in particular.”

“That’s even better,” I said. “If any of these women have been inside the palace, they might have an even better idea of how many soldiers the duke has or what his defenses are like.”

“And when we find out, we will attack him and squish him like a bug!” Nika cheered.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I snickered. “I just want us to do recon right now. We know we’re up against around ten thousand orcs, and now I need to know how many soldiers we could potentially be up against, too. Then we can start to make some more solid plans.”

“I bet Penelope would help you with those solid plans,” Ruby snickered. “Those big, solid, thick, hard plans that--”

“I think we get it,” I groaned. “Okay, when I go to Hamstead to get more black powder supplies from Elvira, I’ll also go find these prostitutes and try to talk to them, or at least to Penelope since she seemed to be their leader.”

“This is a wonderful plan,” Nika said. “And tomorrow, Akana will get to kill her first wendigo!”

“Tomorrow is already basically here,” I said after a quick glance out the window. “And that means I need to get some sleep if I’m going to take my little girl on a hunt after the suns come up.”

My face barely had time to hit the pillow before I was asleep, and I slept so hard that I didn’t even flip over in the night. I had a slight crick in my neck when I woke up the next morning after the first sunrise, but Calli’s gentle hands quickly massaged away any tension and left me refreshed and ready for the day ahead.

By the time the second sun had risen in an explosion of bright oranges and pale golds and purples, I had eaten breakfast, checked the progress of the catapult and wall construction, and even chatted with Torrance for a few minutes about how the crops and summer vegetables were coming along.

Ruby’s progress with the catapults was the most jaw-dropping, though. The woman had one fully built already about halfway between the drawbridge and the northeastern tower, and a second one was on its way to being completed halfway between the drawbridge and the southern corner.

When I stumbled over in awe of how much she’d accomplished, she just blushed prettily, swatted my arm, and told me she’d never get tired of how easily impressed I could be when it came to her skills.

“This is nothin’,” Ruby snorted and propped her boot on the rear wheel of the finished catapult. “I told you I had the plans drawn up and ready to go. If I had more time, I’d have gotten three finished by now, but I’m overseeing the fucking wall as well, so my hands are just about full.”

“Uh-huh…” I shook my head in a daze. “But… are all the riggings sound? You’ve tested them and–”

“Excuse me?” my dwarven wife huffed. “You questioning my professionalism here?”

“No, I just–”

“Get your handsome ass out of here and do your own tasks,” Ruby playfully scolded me, and she started prodding me away from her creations. “Think I don’t know my way around a catapult… Everyone’s a fucking critic, you know? Give a woman some room to breathe and build her catapults in peace, will ye’?”

I snickered as I realized most of her prodding seemed to just be her enjoying squeezing my ass. Then I whipped around, caught her up in my arms, and devoured her tongue.

Ruby melted like putty in my hold, and then she let out a high-pitched giggle as I finally released her.

“I love absolutely everything about you,” I growled softly in her ear.

“Aaaaand…” She cocked an eyebrow.

“And thank you for the catapults,” I chuckled as I stroked a stray bit of ginger hair out of her face. “They’re going to be perfect.”

“Fuckin’ right they are.” Ruby grinned as she turned on her heel to strut back to work.

I watched her little ass sway in her tiny shorts for a while, but then I sighed and took a look around at the rest of the homestead.

Both suns were shining brightly in a clear sky now, so I decided there was no better time to go on a wendigo hunt with my little orc girl. I wasn’t sure how long it would take us to track any down, but I hoped it wouldn’t take longer than a day.

But since I wasn’t about to do anything that stood in the way of my goth princess’ proper development as a fierce orc warrior, I called her over from where she was hunting birds along the southern border of our property. Then I hitched up Charlie to the wagon while the rest of my family gathered around me.

“Where would you recommend we start hunting for wendigos?” I asked Khara.

“I can show you the way,” the brunette orc warrior replied.

“Ah, shit,” I said. “I forgot to tell you, I don’t think it’s the best idea for you to come with us, Khara. We don’t have more bombs yet, and we don’t have a solid plan to defend against the orcs, so the last thing we need is for you to give them a fresh scent trail that they could pick up and follow back here.”

Khara’s red eyes narrowed, but she nodded a few seconds later. “I understand, Ken Jewell. I accept your judgment.”

“That’s a relief,” I muttered.

“But you should take someone else besides just Akanateela,” Khara added.

“I thought Akana was supposed to be able to swipe the face off one of these guys with one blow,” I said.

“She will,” Khara assured me. “One wendigo is not difficult for an orc to kill, but if you come across more than one, this will pose more difficulties.”

“Yes, make sure you do not let them bite you, Ken Jewell!” Nika added.

“Uh, is there a reason, other than the obvious?” I asked as I racked my brain to remember anything about wendigos from the games I used to play on Earth. “Are they poisonous here or something?”

All I could really remember was that wendigos were a mostly Native American legend, and I was pretty sure they were supposed to be tall and that they liked the taste of human flesh. Maybe they had horns too, but I wasn’t sure if my brain had made that part up or not.

“No, it is because if they bite you, then you will start to turn into one of them, silly!” Nika answered.

“You didn’t want to tell me that piece of information earlier?” I demanded.

“Do not worry so much,” Nika laughed. “You are much faster than wendigos. You will rip off their heads before they even think about biting you. You will see!”

“I hope we won’t run into more than one,” I groaned. “Then Akana can swipe its face off, and we can come home and move on to the next phase of our plan.”

“You mean the prostitutes?” Ruby snickered as she came over to see me off.

“Something like that,” I muttered.

“If I must stay at home, you should take Nika with you,” Khara suggested.

“Oh, Khara!” Nika grabbed the orc woman’s hands and clasped them tightly while kissing the back of her fingers. “I am so honored that the deadliest orc I know thinks I am worthy of this task. I will not disappoint you!”

“I know you won’t,” Khara replied, but Nika just kept kissing her fingers.

“Damn, you know I’m standing right fucking here, right?” Ruby folded her arms across her chest.

“Would you prefer to go, small dwarf?” Khara asked.

“No, I’m busy as all hell managing all these fucking builds,” Ruby sniffed. “But it would be nice to be fucking considered.”

“I suggested Nika because the best wendigo hunting grounds I know are west and slightly south of Ashgor,” Khara explained to Ruby. “I thought Nika would know how to get there, and then you could stay here and continue supervision of the wall with me. All Nika has to do is find and then lead them through the Doomshrooms.”

“The what now?” I asked. “Did you say doom shrooms, as in mushrooms of doom?”

“Yes, the Doomshrooms are one of the places that mark the entrance to the deep underdark,” Khara replied.

“The deep underdark, like where the dryads live?” I asked.

“No, that is the deep, deep underdark,” Ruby corrected me. “This is only the deep underdark.”

“I feel like I have two new questions for every one question you answer,” I chuckled. “Never mind about the deep, deep versus the deep versus the regular underdark. Do you know how to reach these Doomshrooms, Nika?”

“Oh, yes!” Nika gushed and finally released Khara’s hands. “I have not gone through them because I have always liked my head attached to my body instead of split open like a bowl serving up my delicious brains, but Khara is right that I know how to reach them. I can take us there.”

“What do you mean about getting your head split open?” I demanded.

“The deep underdark is filled with many not-nice creatures,” Nika replied. “They would be very fun to kill, but I never trusted the other goblins of my clan to be smart enough to come with me and watch my back. But now that I am a founding member of Clan Jewell, I am ready to go through the Doomshrooms and see what is on the other side!”

I resisted asking what qualified as a ‘not-nice’ creature to a goblin and instead focused on the more pressing question. “I’m glad you know where this entrance to the deep underdark is, Nika. But do you feel up for it? Aren’t you due to have your baby any day now?”

“Yes, but what does that have to do with going to the deep underdark?” Nika placed one hand on her round belly. “Goblin girls like excitement in the womb as much as they do once they’re born, so she will not mind!”

“Okay,” I sighed. “If Nika feels up to it, then she can come with me and Akana since she knows how to get to the best wendigo hunting grounds.”

“Yay!” Nika bounced up and down. “I am so excited that I will be there for Akana’s first wendigo kill! What an important day for her! And do not worry, Khara. I will memorize every detail and reenact everything for you when we get back.”

“I would enjoy that,” Khara replied.

“Sawsaw come?” my oldest son asked.

“Or me?” my siren daughter asked. “I could be very helpful!”

“You both could be very helpful,” I acknowledged. “But this is Akana’s quest, so I think it’s important that she does it pretty independently. Besides, I want you two here to help move along the wall and catapult construction.”

“Okay,” Abby sighed. “But maybe you could bring me back some wendigo teeth to make a pretty necklace out of?”

Akana placed both her hands on her siren sister’s cheeks, went up on her tiptoes to kiss her nose, and nodded.

“Thanks, Akanateela!” Abby giggled. “You’re the best!”

“Sure?” Sawsaw asked.

“Yeah, I’m sure, buddy,” I replied. “We’ll be back as soon as possible, but if you want to do me another favor while we’re gone, I’ve got something else you can be brainstorming about.”

“Tell us whose brains to storm, and it will be done, husband,” Khara said. “We will use our weapons to break open their skulls like battering rams, and then we will storm their brains with our claws and teeth.”

“Uh, that’s not exactly what I meant,” I said. “There’s a problem with the wagon wheels. The granite is so heavy that the wagons are starting to make pretty noticeable tracks through the forest, and the tracks will probably be pretty noticeable across the hills too before very long.”

“Sawsaw,” my goblin son agreed.

“So, if anybody can come up with a brilliant idea on how to fix this, I’d be grateful,” I finished. “Otherwise, we’re gonna have to start following the wagons on foot after every trip so we can try to manually cover up the tracks and hide our trail.”

“It would take a long fucking time if we have to do that every trip,” Ruby said.

“Exactly.” I nodded. “That’s why I’d like to brainstorm some better solutions. We can talk about it later when we get back too, but if you have any downtime while we’re gone, you can think about it.”

I kissed Calli, Khara, and Ruby goodbye, told the rest of my kids to be good while I was gone, hopped up into the wagon beside Nika and Akana, and started the drive toward our usual underdark entrance. Since it was daytime, there was no danger of leaving Charlie tied up as usual beside the cave. No underdark beasties would come out and eat him if they didn’t plan on burning to death in the light of the suns before they even got in a decent bite.

After we traveled for a few minutes down our usual route, Nika led us down a series of unfamiliar tunnels that she promised would take us to the Doomshrooms. Nika had armed herself with two long daggers because she said it would be best not to use our teeth on any wendigos, just in case their blood infected us and turned us into one of them. I brought my M17 like usual, along with my buck knife and my favorite axe.

Akana hadn’t brought any weapons with her other than her own claws. It made me nervous as hell for her not to even have anything, but Khara insisted this was an important orc tradition. Akana needed to use nothing but her claws to swipe off the face of a wendigo, so that meant she couldn’t bring any other weapons even as a backup. And if it was necessary to fight any other enemies while we were down here, then the little girl would have to make some creative uses out of whatever she could find in the underdark.

Now, Akana trudged quietly along between Nika and me, and I hoped we wouldn’t need to communicate with her in super specific terms. I was getting better at understanding what the little goth girl meant when she nodded and grunted, but I still couldn’t interpret everything with the same ease that Abby or Khara could.

When we finally reached the Doomshrooms that marked one of the entrances to the deep underdark, I was surprised by what I saw. It was a funny name, and I had half-expected the entrance to be a little ridiculous.

Now, I only wished it had been funny.
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Chapter 8

Giant mushrooms towered above us at least forty feet into the air. They were arranged in a massive circle like Stonehenge, and they all grew so close to each other that the tips of all their caps touched each other. The mushrooms looked like they were made of dark red stone, except they all glowed like the coals of a fire when we started to approach the circle.

As soon as we reached the strange circle, I heard soft whispers in the darkness. The glowing mushrooms seemed to pulse in time with the whispers, but every time I tried to hear what they were saying, the whispers fled to a different part of the circle, and I couldn’t follow them.

I turned back and forth a few times to try and hear the voices, and each time I turned to face a new direction, I thought I saw shadowy figures climbing up and down the glowing red mushroom stalks. But when I turned back to get a better look at them, they disappeared, and I only saw them on the edge of my vision in a different direction.

The whispered voices got louder and louder though, until it was hard to hear Nika’s soft chatter beside me. I reached out to steady myself on the trunk of one of the mushrooms, and I was surprised by how soft it was to the touch. Then my hand started to take on the same red glow as the mushroom.

“What the…” I muttered, but when my hand began to sink into the actual trunk, Nika suddenly wrapped her arms around my middle and hauled me backward.

“You are very silly, Ken Jewell.” Nika shook her head. “They are called Doomshrooms for a reason, remember?”

“Why exactly?” I asked.

“Oh, I do not know why!” Nika shrugged. “But I do not think we should experiment by disappearing inside mushrooms that are named Doom, do you?”

“Fair enough.” I shook myself to let the feeling of touching the creepy glowing mushroom pass. “Where do we go from here?”

“We go inside the circle,” Nika answered. “We just don’t touch the circle.”

Akana slipped her little hand in mine, and we followed Nika through one of the gaps between mushroom stalks.

The interior of the massive circle glowed with the same red light as the mushrooms themselves, and the same light also shone on the top of a spiral staircase right in the middle of the circle. When I leaned forward to look down the stairs, I only saw more red light at the far bottom, but I couldn’t see anything else that gave me any clues about what was below this rock floor.

“Seems like kind of a fancy entrance to the deep underdark,” I said. “Are they going to roll out a red carpet for us, too?”

“There are no carpets at this entrance, but maybe there will be at other entrances we will find one day!” Nika replied. “Just follow the red light!”

Nika skipped down the stone staircase like we were headed to a picnic. When her head disappeared below the rock floor, Akana and I hurried after her before we lost sight of her completely, and I tried to ignore the dark shadows I kept seeing out of the corner of my eye.

The flickering figures disappeared once we were fully on the spiral staircase, but I didn’t relax. This place was already giving me the creeps, and we had only just now crossed through the entrance.

And if this was only the deep underdark, it gave me chills to think about what might be in the deep, deep underdark.

I shook off the feeling quickly. This place might be creepy, but I’d been through worse. Hell, most days in Syria or Afghanistan were worse than anything I’d ever faced in the underdark, and I couldn’t imagine that things would be much different all the way down here.

We reached the bottom of the spiral staircase a minute later, and Nika wrapped her fingers around my right bicep while Akana squeezed my left hand a little more tightly.

And it only took one glance at the realm we had just entered to figure out why.

Most of the underdark that I had explored so far was lit by glowing pools or glowing blue crystals. Down here, all of the crystals seemed to glow red the same way the Doomshrooms had, and it made everything look like it was covered in blood.

The huge chamber before us was filled with glowing stalactites and stalagmites, and thick black roots stretched across the floor like a sea of dark snakes. The roots looked big enough to belong to the giant redwoods back in California, but as far as I could tell, they weren’t actually attached to anything. They just sprawled across the cavern floor and weaved their way around the glowing red crystals. The roots looked for all the world like they were constantly moving, but when I set my foot on one, it was completely still.

It was a strange part of the underdark, but the thing that really unsettled me was the fact that every few seconds, the roots seemed to shift and release a dark shadow. The shadow billowed up like a human-shaped wisp of smoke, and then it either dropped down on all fours and crawled away across the rest of the roots, or it shrieked and floated up toward the ceiling where it disappeared from our view.

Once, one of the shadowy figures started to crawl in our direction, but I didn’t wait around to find out whether or not our weapons would work against it. I pulled my wife and daughter forward until the shadow passed behind us. Then I gritted my teeth and started studying all the tunnels connected to this chamber.

“Any guesses?” I whispered.

“Yes, it looks like the wendigo hunting grounds are that way.” Nika gestured to one of the tunnels on our left.

“What makes you say that?” I asked.

“Oh, I am forgetting about your human vision, Ken Jewell,” Nika whispered. “Come closer, and I will show you.”

We only had to walk forward about twenty yards closer before I saw the tell-tale signs that wendigos could be found down this tunnel. Tall pikes were planted in the ground at the entrance of the tunnel, and each one held up a different strange skull. One skull had giant horns, another had long fangs, and a third skull had four eye sockets.

I didn’t bother to look at the rest of them. I got the picture.

Past the skull-lined entrance, the tunnel was littered with other bones. It smelled like mold and decay, but there wasn’t a scrap of flesh left on the bones as far as I could tell. Instead, the bones had so many teeth marks on them that it looked like they had been gnawed almost in half.

“And we’re sure Akana is supposed to fight one of the creatures who did this?” I whispered at the tunnel entrance.

“Khara said it is standard procedure for orc children,” Nika replied. “Do not worry so much, Ken Jewell! Underdark children are very tough and hard to kill. You will love watching her kill a wendigo, you will see!”

Akana nodded at both of us, and I could have sworn she was almost smiling. It made me feel better that she didn’t seem the least bit concerned about the stench of death in the tunnel ahead of us, but I was still her father, and the thought of my little girl going up against a wendigo made my stomach do a series of unsettling flips.

Before I could make any more arguments, the little goth girl released my hand and trotted forward down the foul-smelling tunnel. Nika skipped happily after her, and after I touched my M17 for reassurance, I hurried after them.

What was my life now?

The tunnel twisted and turned for a while, but each new section was filled with more bones than the last one. It felt like we were about to walk right into their nest, but just when I was about to call for a new plan, Akana reached up and tapped my arm.

The little girl pointed down a side tunnel, sniffed, and then held up one finger.

“How wonderful!” Nika exclaimed. “Akanateela has already found--”

I clamped my hand over my goblin wife’s mouth mid-sentence so she didn’t call every wendigo in the deep underdark down on top of us. She tried to keep talking for a few seconds, but my palm successfully muffled her attempts. Then she seemed to really start enjoying the feeling of my hand over her lips, and she moaned as she reached to unfasten my utility belt.

“Not the time or place, Nika!” I hissed as I refastened my belt and then dropped my other hand from her mouth. “We’re here for Akana, remember? And we have to be quiet so she can hunt her wendigo without any complications!”

“I will be so quiet!” Nika said in her best attempt at a real whisper. “I will be the quietest, sneakiest goblin! You will never have heard such a sneaky goblin before in your whole life! You will--”

Akana’s sudden movement cut Nika off before I could. The little girl took off running down the tunnel where she had sniffed a wendigo a few seconds earlier, but her little feet made no noise on the cavern floor. She seemed to float from one patch of rotting moss to the next, and Nika and I did our best not to make any noise as we followed her.

The cute little orc girl suddenly scrambled up onto a shelf about ten feet up the wall on the right. She gestured for us both to get down, and as soon as we were hunched in the shadows of the tunnel, Akana grew as still as a statue. A little trail of drool dribbled down from one corner of her mouth, but otherwise, she gave no sign of any excitement or nervousness.

Thirty seconds went by without a sound except for an occasional distant moan, but I hoped that was nothing more than one of the strange underdark winds that sometimes swept through the tunnels down here.

Then, the moan sounded closer.

A lot closer.

It came from just around the corner up ahead, and it took all my self-control not to leap to my little girl’s defense when the creature making the moan actually came into view.

The wendigo walked on two feet and had arms and legs like a man, but that was where any comparisons to a human stopped. The creature was eight feet tall, but he was so thin that all his bones were visible. His skin was stretched so tightly across his rib cage that it looked like it might tear like pizza dough that had been rolled too thin.

In a few places, his skin had already torn. A few ribs were visible where the skin had snapped, and the same thing had happened underneath one of his eye sockets. The monster’s eyes were completely white like he was blind, and his lips were curled up to reveal teeth that looked uncomfortably like a human’s.

It was pretty much the stuff out of a nightmare.

The wendigo sniffed the air when he came around the corner and moaned again, only now the sound seemed to vibrate every bone in my body.

Then his sightless eyes locked straight on me.

The wendigo leaped forward like he planned to cover the fifteen feet between us in a single bound. His long thin legs sailed through the air, and I reached for my M17 on pure adrenaline, but then Akana jumped off the shelf like a silent, deadly paratrooper.

My little girl’s face was a mask of cold concentration as she plunged through the air. Her long black claws were fully extended, but the wendigo didn’t even see her coming until her claws hooked into the top of his scalp. Then he only had time to utter half a shriek before Akana was finished with him.

Both Akana and the wendigo tumbled to the ground. Akana landed in a solid crouch, and the wendigo crumpled the way only dead bodies can.

Nika and I hurried forward to check on Akana, even though she seemed to be doing just fine, and I stopped short when I saw the full effects of her handiwork on the wendigo.

The deadly little orc had shredded her claws across his face so deeply that it looked like she had scalped him, but only on the front of his skull instead of the top. All of the skin was missing from his face, and her claws had also torn through the layers of muscle and into the frontal bone of his skull too, so half the bones in his face were poking out in oddly angled fractures. It was a dark and bloody mess, even more so when I realized her claws must have popped both his sightless eyeballs.

“Wow!” I whispered and looked at my daughter with newfound respect.

Akana was carefully cleaning the scraps of flesh out of her claws, but I noticed that she didn’t eat any of her kill. This must have been a creature that the orcs killed only as a rite of passage, not as food, since there was a danger it might turn someone into a wendigo.

“When Khara said little orcs need to swipe the face off a wendigo, I did not know she meant literally!” Nika gasped. “Akana, you are so incredible! Your claws even broke his skull.”

The little orc girl just shrugged, picked up a stray bone from the side of the tunnel, and then crushed it in her tiny fist. When it shattered into dry powder like it had been drying out for a hundred years, Akana pointed to the wendigo’s broken face and shrugged again.

“Even if his bones are fragile, that’s still impressive as hell,” I said as I studied the dead creature and tried not to think about how the wendigo had long talons instead of fingers and toes. “Nice work, princess. Do you want to take some of his teeth for Abby’s necklace?”

Akana nodded but held out her hand toward my axe. A little voice inside my head told me it was crazy to hand my axe to a girl the size of a three-year-old, but I had just watched her literally swipe the face off an eight-foot-tall monster.

I was pretty sure she could handle a simple axe.

Akana used the axe handle to bust the wendigo’s teeth out of his skull. After she gathered them all in a little pouch at her belt, she stood up, handed the axe back to me, and started to lead us back the way we had come.

We had just made it back to the main bone-filled tunnel when Nika suddenly gasped and clutched my arm.

“Ohh, Ken Jewell!” the goblin woman panted.

“Uh, Nika?” I glanced down the cavern that looked like it led to the main wendigo nest. “Now’s not really the time to--”

“The baby!” Nika gasped. “She’s coming!”

“Shhhhhit!” My heart started thudding against my rib cage. “Fucking shit and goddamn it! Are you sure?”

“Yeeeessss!” Nika nodded and let out a little squeak of pain.

“Okay, just hang on, sweetheart,” I said and whipped my head around like a solution would just jump out at me from the shadows. “I’ll carry you back up through the Doomshrooms, and then you can have the baby anywhere you want to!”

“Nope!” Nika gasped again. “That’s not… going… to happen!”

Nika dropped to the ground and started to wiggle out of her shorts between contractions.

“Here?” I demanded as I clutched my hair at the roots. “Nika, we can’t--”

“She will come very fast!” Nika said. “She wants to meet her daddy and big sister. Do not worry, Ken Jewell! You will see!”

I instantly threw off my molle pack, tugged off my t-shirt, and spread it over a pile of gnawed bones half a second before Nika plopped down. I knew goblin labor was usually insanely easy and fast, but I also knew that Nika had never given birth in the underdark before, and she sure as shit hadn’t given birth in the deep underdark only a stone’s throw away from a possible wendigo nest.

“Shit! Shit! Shit!” I said again. “What do you need? I’ve got some water in my canteen, and I think I still have my poncho liner in my pack. I might have some--”

Nika’s next contraction made her scream so loud that it cut me off, but it was nothing compared to the bone-chilling chorus of moans that floated toward us from further up the tunnel. They sounded like terrifying attempts to echo Nika’s scream, and when she had another contraction, the chorus of moans sounded again, only closer now.

“Fuuuucking shit, this is bad.” I jumped forward and landed on a new pile of bones with a sickening crunch, but it put me between Nika and the herd of wendigos that sounded like they were headed this way.

“Akana, you stay by Auntie Nika and help her with whatever she needs!” I ordered. “I’ll hold them off as long as I can, but as soon as that baby comes, we’re moving!”

My orc daughter grabbed one of Nika’s long knives from her discarded shorts and brandished it like a little warrior princess. Then the little girl took my canteen with her other hand and held it out to Nika, and my goblin wife took a grateful drink before her next contraction made her scream again.

When the wendigos moaned back in response this time, I could also hear the bones crunching underneath their feet. Then they rounded the corner a second later, and my heart damn near stopped when I saw how many of them there were.

“Shit,” I croaked.

There were easily twenty wendigos all loping toward us on their long legs, and only a hundred yards separated us from their teeth and talons. If I used my gun, I might be able to take them all down, even with the extra time it took to reload, but just as I reached to pull my M17 out of its holster, twenty more wendigos came around the corner.

“Uh, Nika?” I swallowed as I pulled out my gun anyway. “Far be it from me to hurry up Mother Nature, but--”

Nika’s next gasp was immediately followed by the sound of a little girl’s laughter like merry Christmas bells.

“All done!” Nika giggled.

“Oh, thank fucking god,” I gasped.

The wendigos were still loping slowly down the tunnel toward us, but I risked one glance down at my goblin wife. The sight almost took my breath away.

A little blood-covered, green-skinned girl with candy-red ringlets looked up at me with a delighted smile on her face. She looked like she was growing even as I looked at her, and she was already so beautiful that I couldn’t think of a single thing to say.

“Hi, Daddy!” the goblin girl giggled, and my jaw just about hit the ground. “I am so excited that I get to slaughter wendigos as soon as I’m born! That was a wonderful surprise, but Mama kept telling me how good you were at fun surprises!”

“How… how are you already talking when… you… smaller than a basketball…” I trailed off and had to physically force my jaw shut.

There was no more time to think about how the hell it was possible that my little goblin girl was already talking a mile a minute. The wendigos were just over fifty yards away from us now, and they seemed to be increasing the length of their strides with every new moan they uttered.

Akana cleared her throat, dropped her weight into a crouch, and prepared to tear off down the tunnel to meet our enemies head-on.

“You are so ferocious, big sister!” the goblin girl squeaked. “I will be able to walk very soon, and I can join you in your attack, but I do not think my legs are quite ready to sprint toward a herd of wendigos yet. Maybe if you could stall them for a few minutes, I can try to put all my concentration toward growing very, very fast, and then--”

“Nobody’s fighting anybody!” I had to interrupt my little girl. “We’re running like hell. Now get your shorts on, Nika!”

“Hold the baby!” Nika thrust the curly-haired goblin toward me.

I cradled my little goblin girl in one arm and smiled down at her. “Cover your ears up for a minute, would you?”

“Okay, Daddy!” the green-skinned girl answered and then immediately clamped her little hands over her ears.

I aimed my M17 at the wendigo in the lead and fired one shot right between his sightless eyeballs. The thunder of the gun vibrated the whole cavern like it might come down on top of us, and when the bullet exploded out the back of the monster’s skull, it made the rest of the wendigos pause for a moment.

They all swayed on their long thin legs as they stared at their leader’s falling body and the place where his skull bones used to be, and then they all fell on top of the dead wendigo’s body like a pack of hyenas. They tore him apart with teeth and talons, until the whole tunnel filled with the sounds of ripping and smacking.

“Ready!” Nika said cheerfully as she finished buttoning her shorts, like there wasn’t a cannibalistic wendigo feast happening less than fifty yards away from us.

“Super, let’s get the fuck out of here,” I said, but then I reached down and grabbed my shirt from where it had been underneath my goblin wife. “Can you hold our little girl?”

“Oh, our little girl!” Nika’s hand flew to her heart. “Isn’t it so wonderful? Isn’t she so beautiful?”

“Of course I’m wonderful, I am a goblin girl!” my youngest daughter giggled. “But did you know that it takes less than thirty seconds for wendigos to completely rip the flesh off the bones of their enemies? That means we don’t have much time, so--”

“How did you know that?” I gasped as I stared down at the newborn.

“Auntie Khara told me so when I was still in mommy’s tummy!”

“See?” Nika sighed happily. “Such a wonderful gob girl!”

“Mama, you have to focus!” The curly-haired girl shook her head. “You can talk about how wonderful I am later when we’re not about to be eaten by a herd of wendigos!”

“Thank you!” I told my goblin daughter as I wrapped her in my t-shirt, handed her back to her mother, and grabbed my molle pack. Then I swept Akana up in my arms before she could protest. “Now, move!”

Nika sprinted back the way we had come with our new daughter bouncing in her arms. I dashed right after her with Akana on my hip and my M17 in my free hand, but the little orc was still brandishing Nika’s dagger over my shoulder like she dared the wendigos to follow us so she could get in a little blade practice.

But thirty-nine wendigos was way too fucking many for us to take on by ourselves. Even if I could fire my gun fast enough to drop sixteen more, I would have to pause to reload after the sixteenth shot, and even a few seconds would be long enough for the wendigos to fall on top of us.

Plus, I only had a grand total of thirty-three bullets left.

The bones in the tunnel snapped under our feet as we ran, but we only made it a hundred yards before the whole cavern burst into crunching sounds behind us.

“Keep running!” I shouted. “Don’t look back!”

I forced my legs to pump even faster while my boots kept me from slipping and sliding across the uneven bone piles. Akana squirmed in my arms like all she wanted to do was charge back toward the herd of monsters behind us, but I kept a firm grip on the little orc and kept my eyes fixed forward.

I didn’t want to look back yet, because even if it only slowed me down by a second, that might be enough of an advantage for the wendigos to catch up to us. I had seen plenty of Olympic-level races where the asshole in the lead looked back at the last second to check where the second-place contestant was, only to slow down by half a second and then wind up in second place themselves.

Only for Olympians, a second-place finish didn’t mean they might end up as wendigo food or even worse, as an actual fucking wendigo.

The moans behind us turned to snarls and snapping jaws, and the sound of crunching bones kept getting closer and closer. Nika and I were fast runners, but we also weren’t eight feet tall with legs to match, so we weren’t going to be able to outrun them much longer.

If we could just make it back to the big chamber at the bottom of the spiral staircase, we might be able to gain the higher ground and scare them off long enough to get away. Or worst case, I could hold them off while Nika and my two little girls escaped.

Then again, Nika, Akana, and my new goblin daughter would never leave me behind, no matter how much I protested. It was frustrating that they might go against my orders, but it also swelled my heart with pride that I had such a ferocious and loving family.

“Do not worry, I think I see the answer to all our problems up ahead!” the little gob girl called over Nika’s shoulder. “It is a good thing too, because the wendigos are only twenty yards away, and they still look very, very hungry!”

“Wendigos are always hungry!” Nika panted. “No matter how much they eat, they are always starving for more!”

“No wonder they’re running after us so fucking fast!” I gasped. “What do you see, sweetie?”

“I spy with myyyyy little eyyyye…” the goblin girl trailed off before she burst into laughter and continued. “I spy my big sister hurling her dagger into that lead wendigo’s eyeball to slow them all down again! Yay!”

“What? No, you can’t--”

My protest about not throwing a dagger right next to my head fell on deaf ears. Akana had already squirmed up a little higher in my arms for a better angle, and she launched her dagger as straight and true as if she had fired it from a rocket launcher.

I didn’t hear whether or not it hit her target, but the sounds of pursuit behind us stopped and turned to sounds of ripping and slobbering instead. It sounded like Akana had just cut the number of our pursuers down to thirty-eight, and I glanced back for half a second to confirm that all the other wendigos had stopped long enough to devour their dead companion.

“Yay!” the goblin girl cheered. “That was a beautiful shot, Akana!”

The little orc’s gray cheeks blushed dark blue at the compliment, but she just grunted in response.

I kept hustling forward since Akana’s throw would only buy us a few seconds to shake our hunters. The massive chamber with the glowing red crystals was just up ahead, and when we stumbled past the skulls on pikes and back into the room filled with twisting dark roots and pulsing crystals, I damn near greeted the spooky, shadowy figures like they were old friends.

“Oh yay, I was right!” the curly-haired goblin giggled. “Run to the right, and you will see what I have planned!”

“Sounds great, sweetie,” I said. “But could you maybe give me a heads-up so I know where I’m going?”

“Do you see that really big stalagmite?” The curly-haired goblin girl pointed toward the right side of the massive chamber, straight at a towering red crystal that easily stretched forty feet up into the air.

“It’s kinda hard to miss,” I said and then dodged to the right to avoid the latest shadowy figure to rise up from between the twisted roots under our feet.

“Okay, but do you see the really big rock shelf leaning on top of it?” My goblin daughter grinned.

I stared up at the top of the crystal, but I had to blink a few times before I saw the rock shelf that jutted out from the side of the cavern and seemed to rest perfectly on top of it.

“That looks like one big-ass pitfall trap,” I muttered.

“We can lead the wendigos under it on our way to the staircase,” the little gob girl said triumphantly. “You can turn and shoot the top of the crystal as soon as we are through. It will explode, the shelf will come crashing down, a bunch of wendigos will die trapped underneath it, and their creepy little friends won’t even be able to feast on their dead bodies! It will be both deadly and frustrating for them!”

Akana snorted in laughter.

It was the first time I had ever heard my orc daughter laugh out loud, and I wondered which part had made her cackle: the fact that so many wendigos might be crushed underneath a giant rock, or that the rest of the monsters would be pissed that they couldn’t eat their dead friends.

“Wendigos are not the smartest, but they react fast,” the goblin girl continued. “About a third of them will probably get squished by the pitfall trap, but then we will lead the rest of them across the thickest roots back to the staircase.”

“And why would we--” I didn’t get to finish my thought because the herd of wendigos suddenly moaned again and galloped into view about thirty feet behind us. “Shit, go, go, go!”

Nika and I sprinted toward the giant pitfall trap with our daughters in our arms, and I didn’t look back until we had dashed past the glowing red crystal and come out the other side of the rock shelf. I ran forward a dozen more paces before I stopped short, flipped myself around, and aimed my M17 at the thin point of the glowing stalagmite.

Snarling wendigos with white eyes and bloody teeth already filled the area below the rock shelf, but I forced my gaze to remain on the top of the crystal. I found what looked like the weakest spot, exhaled to steady my breathing, and squeezed the trigger.

I was so used to the recoil that even one-handed, the barrel hardly moved off target, and I fired two more times before the crystal fractured.

Cracks ran all up and down the stalagmite like ice that was about to break, and then the entire thing shattered into thousands of tiny crystal shards. The whole chamber flared with red light like we were in the depths of hell, except the cavern suddenly felt so cold that the sweat started to freeze on my skin.

Now that all its support was gone, the rock shelf rumbled, crumbled, and then smashed down on top of about a third of the wendigos who hadn’t been able to flee in time.

I couldn’t even hear the sound of their bones crunching over the thunder of the rock shelf as it settled into place. But I sure as shit could hear the angry wail of the wendigos who were still left behind, just like I could see them all gallop toward me on all fours instead of only their legs now.

“Run!” I shouted, but Nika was already sprinting toward the spiral staircase again.

“Run over the thickest roots, Daddy!” my goblin daughter cried. “Then smash one of the roots with your axe!”

“Can you run on your own, sweetie?” I asked Akana.

The little goth girl gave a solemn nod, and I set her down so she could run ahead after Nika. Then I followed them across the thickest black roots in the chamber, and when I had gone about a dozen yards, I pulled my axe from my utility belt and then brought it down like an executioner right into the middle of the root.

Black smoke belched up from the root I had hacked open, and I fell on my ass as I scrambled backward away from the smoke. It started to solidify into a giant shadowy figure on all fours, but it didn’t seem to realize that anyone was behind it.

Instead, it only fixed its attention on the herd of wendigos galloping toward it. It gave a mournful cry that made my skin feel like it was turning inside out, and then ten more massive shadows belched up from other roots. They howled and raced toward the wendigos, but only the fastest monsters were able to change their course fast enough to avoid them.

I didn’t wait around long enough to see what happened to the fuckers who didn’t change their course quick enough.

I scooped up Akana when I reached the little orc girl and then stumbled toward the bottom of the spiral stairs. Nika took the stairs two at a time, and I took them three at a time as I fled up the staircase after her. The air high above us still glowed red from the Doomshrooms, but in just a few more seconds, we would be back in the underdark, and the wendigos would be a little more out of their element.

We burst out into the middle of the glowing red mushroom circle, but we still couldn’t slow down. At least a dozen wendigos had to still be right behind us, and just when I was ready to turn and make our final stand against them, my little goblin girl surprised me again.

“Aaaaayyahh!” the curly-haired girl shrieked and pointed at the stairs. “Ooonnaa eeezzkhha!”

“The fuck?” I whispered.

Before the little goblin had time to translate what she had just said, two dozen of the shadowy figures I had seen out of the corner of my eye earlier now flew down from the mushroom caps and all poured down the staircase.

We only stayed long enough to hear shrieks and gnashing from below. Then we fled out of the circle of Doomshrooms, and we didn’t stop until we made it all the way back to a part of the underdark that I actually recognized.

“What did you tell those shadows, little one?” Nika asked as we panted to recover our breath.

“I said those bad wendigos were destroying the sacred roots!” my youngest daughter giggled. “That is where all the ghosts in the deep underdark live, and it is very bad to destroy them.”

“How the hell do you know that?” I asked through grating breaths. “And how the hell did you speak their language? What the… what the fuck?”

“I taught myself a little of the dead languages while I was waiting inside Mama,” the goblin girl giggled. “You can hear all sorts of things at nighttime if you just listen hard enough!”

“See?” Nika giggled with pride. “I told you goblin girls are twice as nice, and they are twice as clever, too! Aren’t you proud of your smart and pretty and clever daughter?”

“I really am.” I grinned and leaned down to kiss the top of my goblin daughter’s candy-red ringlets. “Welcome to the world, princess.”
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Chapter 9

The next day dawned clear and warm, and after I showered my newest daughter and her mother with kisses, I headed to Hamstead for the day. I would be gone until at least mid-afternoon thanks to all the errands I needed to run, but my family had both the limestone kiln and granite wall construction well in hand.

And Ruby had managed to finish both fucking catapults already. She’d been smug as all hell about it too, while I wandered in circles around the contraptions that morning. Then she assured me she only had to finish stockpiling the projectiles, which so far looked to be a collection of stones, small boulders, scrap wood from various projects, and some seriously jagged-looking stumps she was getting my sons to haul out for her in their spare time.

She also planned to have everyone take turns learning how to manage both catapults while I was out today, and then she’d start assigning who would man each post in emergencies once she saw how they all did.

So basically, I had a lot of doting to get started on where my dwarven wife was concerned.

When I reached the main road that ran between Buckshire in the south and Hamstead in the north, I turned the wagon northward, clicked the reins to make Charlie go a little faster, and then smiled down at Abby beside me.

The little siren was swinging her legs and humming happily in the driver’s seat beside me. She was very pleased with herself that she had convinced me to let her come today, but the truth was that I hadn’t needed much convincing. It would be a long day, and it was nice to have her company.

Plus, if I got myself into any pinches, Abby was probably the best person to help me get out of them. Or at least, she could help me get out of them the fastest and with the least amount of bloodshed, if I asked her nicely.

It had actually been a little difficult to pry Abby away from her newest baby sister, but in the end, the promise of seeing her future subjects in the village was too much for her to resist. The little siren was clearly smitten with the goblin girl and her candy-red ringlets, but so was my entire family.

When Nika, Akana, and I returned from the underdark yesterday afternoon with the gob girl in my arms, I had never seen my family move so fast before. Sawsaw and Shitter trampled the other gobs in their eagerness to reach their new sister, but the rest of my sons picked themselves up and reached us only a few seconds later. They had all wanted to pull on her bright ringlets and make them bounce back like little coiled springs. Canigo even disappeared and returned with an armful of clover flowers that he tried to tuck into her hair.

The goblin girl mostly just ended up with a face full of white flowers, but Abby quickly swept in and arranged them into each of her little sister’s ringlets so she looked like a painting. Then my siren daughter turned to Akana and did the same thing to her black hair, and by the time Abby was finished with her, Akana’s dark mane was neatly braided with tiny flowers tucked into each braid. The little orc looked like she was ready for her school picture, not like she had just gotten back from swiping off the face of a wendigo in one blow.

My other wives had been just as over the moon about our success against the herd of wendigos as they were about the birth of my new daughter. Calli immediately started preparing a feast, Khara helped Akana string the wendigo’s teeth together into a necklace for Abby, and Abby had very sweetly gifted the necklace to my goblin daughter instead.

Torrance and his family had been the most surprised of anybody when they met the little goblin, but that was probably because they were used to the gob boys.

And this girl was as different from them as day was from night.

She chattered with constant excitement about everything she saw and thought, but she was so damn cute about it that she probably could have talked the Holy Twins into shining an hour longer if she had really wanted to.

“Do you think my new sister will pick a name anytime soon?” Abby’s question brought me back to the present, and it forced me to focus on how close we were to Hamstead.

“That’s a good question, sweetie,” I replied. “We’ll have to wait until she hears a word she really likes, just like her brothers did. But since she’s already a lot more advanced than they were at her age, I don’t imagine we’ll have to wait very long.”

“I hope she picks something really pretty,” Abby whispered.

“So you don’t want a little sister named something like Belch or Fart?” I snorted.

“I love my brothers’ names,” Abby giggled. “They always make me laugh! But my new little sister is so pretty that she should have a pretty name to match!”

“I agree with you completely,” I said. “Maybe we can try to say a bunch of pretty words around her so she’ll hear one she likes and pick it before your brothers have too much time to influence her.”

“I will think of alllllll the prettiest words, Daddy,” Abby said seriously.

The road turned to lead us into the outskirts of Hamstead now, and I took a deep breath as Charlie trotted happily onward. I hunched forward a little when we passed the first villagers, but my wig and my little girl should be enough of a disguise. I had come to Hamstead with Abby enough times that some of the shopkeepers recognized her, but they seemed to find this reassuring instead of concerning.

For all they knew, I was a homesteader from the country who came to town sometimes with my daughter for more supplies. They hardly ever asked many questions, and if they did, I kept my answers vague. But since Abby looked like the sweetest and most charming little human girl who had ever lived, nobody even imagined that she or her dad might be a danger to the whole village.

Not that I wanted to be a danger to anyone here.

I only wanted to protect my family from anyone who wanted to harm them, just like any decent man would.

“Okay, Abby, listen up,” I said as we drove further north in the town. “When we get to the place where the prostitutes live, I want you to come inside with me, but that’s only because I don’t want to leave you by yourself in the street.”

“I can take care of myself, Daddy,” Abby pouted.

“Oh princess, I know you can,” I laughed. “This is for the safety of the villagers, not yourself.”

“That makes more sense,” Abby giggled.

“But when we go inside to visit Penelope and the other prostitutes, there might be some stuff happening that you shouldn’t see, so I want you to keep your eyes shut until I tell you to open them, okay?” I took a deep breath. “Shit, this might be a bad idea. Maybe I should just leave you with Elvira instead.”

“I would keep my eyes shut very tight!” Abby promised.

I nodded at a waving couple when we passed them and gritted my teeth. I didn’t want to let Abby out of my sight, but I also didn’t want to draw more attention to myself by bringing my daughter with me to a brothel. If anyone saw us, that might set tongues wagging, and I certainly didn’t need any extra scrutiny from people or soldiers in the town.

“Okay, new plan,” I said as I redirected Charlie down a different street. “I’m gonna have to leave you with Elvira, but I’ll be back as soon as I talk to Penelope. I think it’s too dangerous for you to come with me to the prostitutes’ home.”

“But I wanted to see them again!” Abby said. “They were so pretty, and they had such shiny and fancy dresses!”

“I’ll make you a deal,” I said. “If you are very good for Miss Elvira and don’t kill anybody until I get back, then you can pick out the shiniest and fanciest dress you see today, and I’ll buy it for you.”

“Really?” Abby’s brown eyes went wide.

“Really,” I promised.

“Okay!” Abby clapped her hands. “I will be so good, Daddy! You’ll see!”

When we reached Elvira’s alchemy shop, I helped my siren daughter down and hurried her inside. There were no other customers inside at the moment, and I was grateful for the chance to speak to the old woman alone.

“Good morning,” I told Elvira with a smile. “Is there any way I could leave Abby here with you for about half an hour or so? I’m looking for some information in a, uh, less than savory part of town, and I think it might be best if she doesn’t come with me.”

“Of course you can leave her with me,” the old woman said as she smoothed the iron-gray hair out of her face. “She can help me with some potions in the back, how does that sound?”

“I love potions!” Abby squealed. “Do they make people’s heads pop off? Do they make their hands turn into fish? Do they make their guts explode out of their mouths?”

“Abby!” I shook my head.

“Ah, she’s fine,” Elvira chuckled. “I went through a morbid phase when I was her age, too. It’s perfectly natural. But to answer your questions, my dear, I’m afraid my potions don’t do anything quite so exciting. But you could help me make potions that cure backaches, increase energy, and remove warts. How does that sound?”

“It would be better if your potions gave someone warts instead of removing them,” Abby sniffed. “But it still sounds pretty fun.”

“Thanks a million,” I told Elvira. “I won’t be gone long, and I’ll owe you for this.”

“Nonsense.” The old alchemist waved her hand. “I’d be happy for the help.”

After a final stern reminder to Abby to behave, I headed back toward the brothel as quickly as I could. I followed the directions Torrance had given me, and they were so accurate that I wondered if the old farmer actually had secretly visited this place a time or two after his wife died, just to have a bit of company if nothing else.

As soon as I tied Charlie up to the hitch outside the brothel, a wave of relief washed over me that I had left Abby with Elvira.

I knew how much my little girl liked the alchemist and her shop, otherwise I would never have brought her today in the first place. And I didn’t imagine that the brothel would be overflowing with clients before noon, but now that I was right in front of the place, I was glad I’d listened to my gut and left the little siren somewhere safe and somewhere she wouldn’t be exposed to more than she should.

The two-story brothel looked like it pulled in a decent, but not great, income. It was a standalone building with the main entrance on a side street instead of the main drag, so people could come and go pretty unnoticed. All the windows were covered with thick curtains, and the roof looked in need of a decent bit of repair. They probably had to put buckets in about a third of the upstairs whenever it rained, but someone had at least tried to put a coat of fresh blue paint on the walls. It made it look a little more cheerful and a little less like it was falling apart.

The bouncer at the door was a burly woman who looked like she had just come from winning a powerlifting competition. She eyed me up and down like she was trying to decide if she could bench more than me, but when I told her I was there to see Penelope, she gave up her calculations and showed me inside. She handed me off to a slender woman who said she could take me upstairs, and as I followed her to the second story, I wished I had some kind of earplugs with me.

Most of the doors were closed, and the sounds that came from behind every door flooded me with another dose of relief that Abby hadn’t come with me. The few clients we passed were exactly the sort of men who had time to spare in the middle of the day. Their faces looked like it had been a long time since they saw a decent day’s work, and their gazes shifted back and forth like they expected trouble from every corner.

I hunched myself forward a little more so my large frame wouldn’t draw as much attention, and I exhaled slowly when the slender woman showed me into Penelope’s private room.

“Someone here to see you, ma’am,” the woman announced. “Says he’s here on business.”

The woman closed the door behind me, and I turned my attention to the room itself. There was a rumpled bed in one corner and a curtained off area in the other corner. Steam was rising from behind the curtain, and when the door clicked to close, I heard the sound of splashing water from a bathtub.

“I can come back if you’re not decent,” I said quickly.

“Not decent?” a woman’s low voice chuckled. “I haven’t been decent in years, darling.”

The bathtub splashed again like someone was standing up. Then the curtain pulled back, and I expected Penelope to at least have a towel on, but she was completely naked and dripping wet from her bath.

“Oh, it’s you!” Penelope gasped. “I didn’t think I’d see you again!”

“Surprise.” I smirked but didn’t look directly at her. “But uh, I’d like to actually see you, so maybe you could put some clothes on so we could talk a little?”

“If that’s what you want, then hand me that robe, would you?” The woman pointed to a robe hanging on the back of the door.

I grabbed it for her as fast as I could and held it out while trying my best not to look at the way the water streamed down every curve of her pale body.

“You’re sweet not to look,” Penelope chuckled.

Once she wrapped the blue robe around herself, the curvy woman led us to two chairs beside the curtain-covered window. Her black hair hung heavy and wet down the front of one shoulder, and her blue eyes looked at me with more than a little curiosity.

“So, what brings the bloodthirsty monster lover Ken Jewell to my door?” Penelope smiled.

“I appreciate you taking the time to see me,” I said. “It’s a little bit of a, uh, sensitive subject.”

“Don’t worry, I can be gentle, and we can go as slow as you want,” Penelope teased.

“Oh shit, it’s not that!” I said quickly. “That’s not why I’m here. Everything is absolutely fine in that department.”

“I’m sure it is.” Penelope pressed her lips together like she was imagining holding something between them.

“I’m actually here about the other night,” I said.

The black-haired woman’s face suddenly grew even more pale than usual, and she reached for something strapped to the underside of her chair. She didn’t pull her hand back out, but based on the way her fingers flexed, I guessed she was gripping some kind of weapon.

“If you’re here to cover your tracks,” she started, “or if you want to try to take back your money, then I can’t let you--”

“Take it easy, that’s not why I’m here,” I cut her off. “And if you were gonna kill me, you should have already whipped out that weapon you’ve got a death grip on.”

Penelope slowly pulled out a long dagger from its hiding spot beneath her chair, but she didn’t set it down yet.

“I don’t go back on my word,” I continued. “I said the money was yours, and I meant it. Just like I said I wouldn’t hurt you, and I meant it.”

“Then please forgive my assumptions,” Penelope said. “I’ve learned it’s easier to expect the worst in people. You’re less likely to be disappointed that way.”

“I’m sorry that’s been your experience,” I said. “But that’s not me.”

“I think I’m starting to understand that.” The fear in the woman’s blue eyes was beginning to fade, and she let the dagger rest in her lap now instead of holding it firmly in her hand.

“I’m just looking for some information,” I said. “And if you can help me out, I can pay you as much as I did the other night.”

“Are you made of money or something?” Penelope chuckled, but when I didn’t laugh, her eyes went wide again. “Oh, are you actually made of money?”

“My line of work pays pretty well.” I shrugged.

“You mean loving monsters and bringing them up into the light of the suns?” Penelope arched a dark eyebrow.

“Something like that, although the truth is a little more complicated,” I chuckled. “But look, I’m trying to find out some information about Duke Bellfrey. Before I tell you anything else, how do you feel about selling out the duke and his soldiers?”

“Fucking fine, if it pays,” Penelope said with a one-shouldered shrug. “Soldiers are some of our best-paying clients, but they also tend to be some of our worst clients, if you know what I mean. From what I hear, they take after the duke’s example.”

“I did hear a rumor that the duke doesn’t treat his wife the way a man should,” I said.

“That’s a nice way of putting it,” the black-haired woman muttered. “Anyway, I obviously know you ran into some trouble with the soldiers at the quarry, and I imagine you might be planning to make a bigger enemy out of the duke pretty soon. Am I right?”

“You’re not wrong,” I chuckled. “The only problem is that I’m not from around here, so I don’t know exactly what I’m up against. I’m not sure how powerful the duke is or how many soldiers he has at his disposal, and shit might start to get a little tricky if I can’t find out more information.”

“Then it’s lucky for you that you came to the right woman.” Penelope blew me a little kiss and then placed her dagger on the table between us. “Money first, and then you can ask me whatever you want.”

I pulled out a bag of gold coins since we had more than enough to spare back home. I still had plenty leftover in my molle pack to pay for everything I needed from Elvira too, along with the pretty dress I had promised Abby.

After Penelope glanced in the bag, she seemed so happy that she might cry. Then she looked back up at me with grim determination.

“Ask away,” she said.

“How many soldiers does the duke employ?”

“About three thousand,” Penelope replied. “The soldiers talk about it all the time, like I should be impressed that they’re part of such a big army. I’d be more impressed if any of them had a decently big--”

“Let’s stay focused,” I snickered as I cut her off. “Is that three thousand total, including any soldiers he has stationed on the roads or in town?”

“Maybe a little more when you count the soldiers who aren’t regularly stationed at his castle grounds,” Penelope answered. “But not more than a couple hundred. He has more troops scattered all around his duchy, of course, but from what I understand, they’re spread pretty thin.”

“Then how does he keep the peace?” I asked.

“He doesn’t, really,” Penelope said with a shrug. “Most places are like Hamstead. We have our own guards that do the day-to-day policing, and any big issues outside of the village that don’t bother the duke are dealt with by some of the more minor nobles in his territory. I don’t think Bellfrey concerns himself with much of anything that doesn’t affect his personal revenue, though.”

“So what you’re saying is that he’s a real winner,” I said dryly.

“Are you surprised?” Penelope smirked. “Anyway, most of the duke’s personal soldiers are posted at the keep. It’s supposedly to protect him and his wife, but I think it’s because he’s paranoid someone might come and steal all his riches. Or maybe just because he’s paranoid someone might come and steal his wife.”

“It sounds like he would deserve it,” I said.

“Very true,” the black-haired woman agreed.

“Have you ever been to his castle?” I asked.

“A few times, although the duke and his men prefer to come here,” Penelope replied.

“What can you tell me about it?” I asked.

“It’s an impressive structure,” Penelope admitted. “A massive wall surrounds it, all made with granite from his quarry. The only way in, other than the main gate, is through a small postern door, but it’s hidden by giant thorns at the back of the main wall. The tower keep is made of the same granite as the outer wall, and the only windows are narrow arrow slits that hardly let any light in. It’s a well-fortified piece of work, but it would be a depressing place to live.”

“You seem to know a lot about architecture,” I said.

“Don’t look so surprised,” Penelope chuckled. “I’m more than just a pretty face and a pretty pair of tits, you know.”

“If I didn’t know that, do you think I’d be here?” I smiled.

“That’s fair.” The blue-eyed woman smiled back. “Actually, my father was an architect, and I used to listen to him talk about his work all day when I was little. But then there was a fire at one of his construction sites, and that was the beginning of my tragic tale.”

Penelope said all this with a laugh, but I noticed the line of tension that had crept into her shoulders. She might try to put on a brave face, but there was still a deep sadness behind her words, and it wasn’t hard to guess why.

“He died?” I asked gently.

“He did,” she said with a quick nod. “And all my dreams of being the first female architect in Hamstead went up in smoke right along with him.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“Don’t be, since you didn’t set the fire.” Penelope shrugged.

“Someone set the fire?” I demanded. “On purpose?”

“That doesn’t matter now.” Penelope took a deep breath. “We’re here to talk about Duke Bellfrey, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do. There is one other thing you should know about the duke’s army. Have you ever been to Grimford?”

I wanted to know more about the fire that killed Penelope’s father, but it was clearly a sore subject and not one she wanted to discuss at the moment. She had been dealt a shit hand in life, but I was impressed at how much she had made the best of it.

“No, I can’t say that I have,” I finally answered.

“Grimford is a city north of Hamstead and the duke’s castle,” Penelope explained. “There are more soldiers stationed there, but they technically belong to the king. They’re authorized to act on the duke’s behalf in case of emergency, since the duke represents the king in this part of the world, but I think they still need the king’s royal say-so to do anything. And since the king lives in some fucking paradise of a capital east of here, he’s safely tucked away from any ugliness in this part of the world. News of anything happening in Hamstead, the duke’s castle, or even Grimford wouldn’t reach the king for a while.”

“How far away exactly is Grimford from Hamstead?” I asked.

“I’ve never been there, so I can’t say,” Penelope answered. “I’d guess at least half a day’s ride away, though. Maybe even a full day?”

“So basically, if I went up and slapped the duke across the face, it would probably take at least half a day, possibly a full day, for him to send word to reinforcements in Grimford,” I said. “But they still probably couldn’t respond right away without the king’s permission, and the king is somewhere east of here.”

“And he would only ask permission to use the reinforcements if he didn’t think he could handle you himself,” the black-haired woman said quickly. “But as you can imagine, Duke Bellfrey’s ego is not a small thing, and he would hate to admit to the king that he needed reinforcements unless he absolutely had to.”

“I love it when some asshole’s giant ego makes my job easier,” I chuckled.

“Are you really going to slap him across the face?” Penelope whispered.

“That’s probably what it’s going to feel like to him,” I laughed. “But I don’t want to involve you in too many details. It’s not because I don’t trust you, but I don’t want you to have to lie for me if shit goes sideways.”

“I’d lie for you straight up or sideways,” Penelope teased. “I’d also lie for you upside down, on my back or my front, on my--”

“I appreciate it,” I chuckled. “But I don’t want to have to put you in an awkward position.”

“Even though they can be the most fun?” Penelope smirked.

“You know what I mean,” I laughed. “I don’t want your life to be worse for knowing me.”

“I don’t think that’s possible,” Penelope said as she started to play with a wet strand of her dark hair. “But I know what you mean, and I appreciate your thoughtfulness. You’re an even better man than I thought, Ken Jewell.”

“Maybe don’t say that name too loudly.” I glanced back at the door. “I know this might be hard to believe, but I don’t have a lot of fans in this town.”

“Well, you have one now.” Penelope held my gaze with her dark blue eyes, and the steel in her expression made me think this woman could move mountains if she wanted to.

“You’re a good woman,” I said.

“Except for when I’m being bad.” Penelope winked. “Don’t tell anyone, though. Come back if you have any other questions, or if you just miss my face.”

“Thanks.” I stood up and held out my hand.

She glanced at my hand with a raised eyebrow, but when she finally grasped it, she only used it to pull me toward her in an embrace. Her tits pressed against my chest so firmly that I thought she might reach down and grasp something else in a second. But Penelope only went up on her tiptoes to whisper in my ear.

“I don’t know if I’m really that good of a woman,” she said. “But I know a good man when I see one, Ken Jewell.”

Then she released me and brushed her wet hair out of her face like she was embarrassed.

“I’ll see you around, Penelope,” I said at the door.

“I hope so,” she answered, and then I had to force myself to turn away from her piercing blue eyes.

I took my time on the way back to Elvira’s shop. If Abby had caused any problems, the whole village would probably be on fire by now. Since this didn’t seem to be the case, I figured she would be alright for a few extra minutes, and I needed a second to process everything that Penelope had told me.

If the duke figured out our game and pitted his forces against us, we would have to face three thousand human soldiers.

Three thousand, plus the possibility of reinforcements from Grimford up north.

Three thousand, plus what sounded like an incredibly well-defended castle.

Three thousand, plus the ten thousand orcs that were already on our trail.

“Talk about being between a rock and a hard place,” I muttered as I pulled up to Elvira’s shop.

Still, at least Penelope had been more than happy to answer my questions. She seemed like she would be happy to do just about anything else I asked her, and I would have to keep that in mind in the future. I didn’t want to do anything that might put her in danger from the duke or his men, but she had already proven herself to be a useful ally.

My wives would be thrilled that we had another friend in the village besides Elvira, but they would also probably try to convince me to bring Penelope home with me as a new wife. I chuckled at the thought of trying to introduce the woman to the rest of my wives and children, but she would be a useful friend in the village, anyway.

When I walked into the shop, a cloud of pink smoke was drifting from the back of the store. Elvira and Abby appeared a few seconds later, and they both looked like they had been up to no good. There were a few streaks of ash on both their cheeks, and their fingertips were covered with pink, purple, and gray powder.

“Your little Abby here tells me you need a lot of supplies for something called ‘bombs,’” Elvira said.

“I’m sorry, what?” I demanded.

“Bombs to blow up tree stumps, obviously!” Abby giggled. “What other kinds of bombs did you think I was talking about, Daddy?”

“Uh, nothing,” I said quickly. “What have you two been making back there? It looks pretty.”

“Oh, nothing in particular,” Elvira chuckled. “I was just showing her how you can combine things to cause different chemical reactions, and the pink smoke is her favorite.”

“Why am I not surprised?” I smiled at my blonde princess.

“Miss Elvira was also showing me all these perfumes that she has, and I think Mommy would love this one!” Abby grabbed my hand, led me toward a shelf of perfume bottles in all different shades of glass, and then pointed toward a deep violet bottle with a glass stopper.

“We’re not really here to buy perfume,” I protested.

“Why don’t you take a sniff and see if you change your mind?” Elvira smiled. “This isn’t like most other perfumes.”

“I’ll give it a shot.” I shrugged and removed the stopper to take a whiff.

I damn near fell over from how good it smelled. It felt like I had just trekked to the heart of the rainforest and found the world’s oldest vanilla plant, then split open one of the beans so the purest vanilla scent poured out and wrapped around me like a comforting embrace. There was a faint scent of honey and cinnamon too, and the whole thing made me feel so transported that it took all my willpower to put the perfume stopper back in place.

“Holy shit,” I whispered. “Your mom really would love that.”

I didn’t say the rest of what I was thinking. Sure, Calli and my other wives would all be thrilled by the scent of the perfume, but if any of them wore it the next time we made love, I could only imagine the heights that it might transport us all to.

“I thought you might like it,” Elvira said. “It’s essence of unicorn.”

“Did you say--”

“I did,” the old alchemist cut me off with a laugh. “That’s why it’s so expensive. Do you know how hard it is to even find a unicorn?”

“I can’t imagine,” I chuckled. “How did you make the perfume?”

“Some people might have killed the unicorn, but I think that would be a shameful loss,” Elvira said. “I only took a little bit of its sweat instead, and I used that to create this perfume. It’s a tiring process, but I never get tired of smelling it, so I think it’s worth it in the end.”

“If magic had a smell, this would be it,” I said. “You’re really something else, Elvira.”

“At least I enjoy the smell.” The alchemist shrugged. “Like I said, it’s a pain to make, and that means it’s too expensive for folks in the village. I keep hoping the duke will buy it for his wife, but I have a feeling that’s not going to happen.”

“Really?” I tried to keep my voice calm, even though I was thrilled that Elvira had brought up the subject of the duke on her own.

I might have gotten a lot of information from Penelope, but it wouldn’t hurt to see if Elvira knew anything else that might help me going forward.

“No, the duke doesn’t love the duchess the way he should,” Elvira sighed. “I used to think he doted on the woman, but it turns out that’s only because he tries to control her every move, so he never lets her out of his sight. I think he’s afraid she might leave him if any other man ever shows her the least bit of kindness, and she probably would if she had much choice about it. But look at me, gossiping at you like you’re the least bit interested in this kind of thing!”

“I don’t mind.” I smiled. “I’m always happy to talk to you about anything, you know that.”

“Well, bless your soul for that,” Elvira replied.

“Are you still helping the duchess with her garden?” I asked.

“I am,” the old alchemist answered. “I wasn’t allowed to go for a few weeks, and I heard it was because he had her locked up when she disappointed him about something. She wouldn’t answer my questions when I was allowed to go back, but anybody could see that the woman assumed everyone within earshot would report whatever she said back to the duke.”

“She must have been scared,” I said as my concern for the duchess grew.

“I don’t know if anyone could call the duchess ‘scared,’ but I can see why you’d think that,” Elvira replied. “It wasn’t so much that she looked scared that everyone was eavesdropping on her. It was more that she just assumed everyone was, and that she was silently plotting her revenge against each of them. As if the poor dear actually has any power.”

“At least she has you,” I said.

“I don’t know how much good an old woman like me can do for her,” Elvira said. “But at least I give her someone to talk to once a week. I think that’s more than she gets the rest of the time. She’s a kind soul underneath it all, even though she pretends to be tough just to survive.”

“You’re a kind soul, too.” I smiled.

“I just wish I was a little tougher,” Elvira groaned. “It’s getting harder and harder for my old bones to haul everything the duchess needs for her garden to the castle every week.”

“Can’t you leave your gardening supplies at the castle?” I asked.

“The duke won’t let me.” Elvira shrugged. “He says there’s no place in his great big castle for my things. I think he just doesn’t want me to feel too welcome, so his wife doesn’t feel too sure that her one friend will be able to keep coming back.”

“That’s terrible,” I said as I furrowed my brow. “Couldn’t he at least send some of his men to help you haul everything to the castle every week? Doesn’t he have enough men to spare a couple?”

“Oh, he’s got plenty to spare,” Elvira answered. “He just doesn’t want to.”

“The duke sounds like a real winner.” I rolled my eyes.

“My daddy could help you carry your supplies,” Abby chimed in. “He’s the strongest daddy in the whole world.”

“I’m sure he is,” the old alchemist said with an appreciative glance at my muscles. “But I’m sure your daddy also has to use all that impressive strength of his to take care of things at your home, doesn’t he?”

“The next time I’m in town on the day you usually go up to the castle, I’ll help you carry your supplies there,” I promised.

“Ah, go on.” Elvira waved her hand like she was embarrassed by the offer of help, but her wrinkled cheeks flushed dark pink.

“I mean it,” I said. “We can’t let the duke stop you from your weekly appointments with the duchess just because he’s a huge asshole, can we?”

“No, I suppose not,” Elvira agreed. “But I’ve still got some strength left in these bones, too. Just not enough to walk up to the duke and tell him to his face where I’d like to shove all my gardening tools.”

“Maybe you’ll get the chance one day,” I laughed.

“I only wish it could be sooner rather than later,” the old alchemist said. “Preferably before the High Holy Day.”

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“Oh, that’s on account of the prisoner.” Elvira suddenly frowned. “Abby, would you be a love for me and go stir that purple powder in the back? If you let it sit too long, it’ll start to smell like sewage.”

“Okay!” Abby skipped into the back.

As soon as she was out of hearing range, I raised an eyebrow. “Will that powder really start to smell like sewage?”

“No, but I wasn’t sure it was appropriate for her to hear this next part,” Elvira said.

“About the prisoner?” I asked.

“That’s right,” the old alchemist answered. “The villagers recently captured a monster roaming the edge of the forest one night, and they’re keeping her in the village jail now.”

A hot brick of fury suddenly ignited in my gut, but I kept my expression as calm as possible.

“Why didn’t they just kill her?” I asked in an even tone.

“They say they’re saving her for the High Holy Day,” Elvira spat. “They’re keeping her somewhere in the jail where the light of day won’t touch her until the festival gets here, and then from what I’ve heard, they plan to bring her up at the second sunrise on the High Holy Day itself. Some sort of bullshit sacrifice to the Holy Twins to ask for good health for the crops this year.”

“It would have been kinder if they had just killed her,” I muttered and ground my teeth together. “Burning to death in the suns’ light sounds like a shitty way to go.”

“I don’t think the villagers are interested in being kind,” Elvira said with a curl of her lip. “She might be a monster, but there’s no reason to be cruel. That makes us no better than them, especially if half of what I’ve heard about her current living conditions is true. I hate thinking about her trapped down at the jail while she just waits for her horrible death.”

“That sounds awful,” I agreed with a tense nod. “But uh… what does the capture of a monster have to do with the duke?”

“Oh, right!” Elvira shook her head. “I’ve sidetracked myself again. I only meant that I would like to be able to tell Duke Bellfrey what I think about him to his face before the High Holy Day. The last time I was at the castle, I asked him to interfere and execute the monster right away, just to put her out of her misery.”

“I’m guessing he said no,” I sighed.

“He absolutely laughed in my face.” Elvira frowned. “He said it sounded like good fun for them to sacrifice her to the suns, and I should keep my old nose out of business that doesn’t concern me.”

“May a pox fall on him for saying anything like that to you,” I said.

“Thank you, my friend,” Elvira said as her frown slowly relaxed. “Still, I feel bad for the poor creature. At least she only has two more days to wait now.”

“The High Holy Day is two days from now?” I asked as my heart rate jacked up.

“I take it you’re not very religious, or you would already know that,” Elvira chuckled. “But never mind that, I can’t say I’m much for religion myself, either. I won’t tell the village priest on you if you don’t tell him on me.”

“Don’t worry, I can keep a secret,” I said.

“I figured as much,” the old alchemist replied. “Anyway, I only track the festivals so I can keep my shop supplied with whatever people might come looking for at that time. But to answer your question, yes, the High Holy Day is the dawn after tomorrow.”

“And uh, what kind of monster is it?” I asked. “Has anyone said?”

“A dryad,” Elvira answered. “Don’t ask me what that is, but that’s the word everyone keeps whispering. I’ve never heard of it before now, but then I’m only an alchemist, not an adventurer or a bookseller or anyone who knows all the creatures of the underdark.”

Of course, I knew exactly what a dryad was, or at least what I thought a dryad was. My wives said that trees in the underdark were different from trees on the surface, and I wondered if my idea of a dryad was different from what one actually looked like in this world.

But I couldn’t say any of that to Elvira, so I just shook my head and clenched my fists a couple times to keep my anger in check.

“It’s a shame people are so quick to be cruel to someone they don’t understand,” I said.

“You can say that again,” Elvira sighed. “I’m glad you’re one of the good ones.”

“The feeling is mutual,” I chuckled.

“I finished stirring!” Abby called from the back. “Can I come out now?”

“Come on,” I said. “You can help Miss Elvira box up this essence of unicorn perfume for me.”

“Oh, you don’t have to buy it just to humor an old lady,” Elvira said.

“It’s not to humor you,” I said. “Abby’s mom and my other wives really will love it, and I’d like to buy it for them.”

“Your wives are lucky women,” Elvira chuckled.

After I bought the perfume, I also bought enough ground sulfur and saltpeter to make plenty of bombs to use against the orcs. It should make enough black powder for a decent supply of grenades and planted bombs filled with metal shrapnel and anything else I could think of. It probably wasn’t enough to use against ten thousand orcs, but it would at least be a hell of a start.

I thanked Elvira again for watching Abby before I left, but the old alchemist hardly let me get the words out, and I was pretty sure she was just happy for the company. Abby waved goodbye as we drove away, and then she went back to clutching the box of perfume tight so nothing happened to it on the way home.

I offered to buy her a dress like I promised, but Abby was so excited to get home to her mom with the unicorn perfume that she said she would pick one out next time. I wasn’t about to argue with her since I wanted to get home just as badly.

For one thing, I wanted to talk to my wives about the problem of three thousand human soldiers and ten thousand orcs who were about to all be out to get us.

But I also wanted to talk to them about the dryad that the villagers were keeping prisoner. I wasn’t sure if I could do anything about it, but I wasn’t about to let a bunch of ignorant villagers burn some monster woman alive just because she had the bad luck to be caught one night.

Something deep down in my very bones wouldn’t allow me to ignore something as fucked up as that.

If there was any way I could free this dryad before the High Holy Day, then I’d be damned if I didn’t do it.




[image: ]




Chapter 10

By the time Abby and I got back home, it was early evening. The wall was coming along nicely, the kiln was still drying out limestone for our mortar, all of our projectiles for the catapults were stocked, and Sawsaw was preparing the gobs to make another quarry run.

“Daddy bought you something wonderful!” Abby announced before I could even hop down from the wagon. “It’s for Mommy and Auntie Khara and Auntie Ruby and Auntie Nika, too!”

“It’s perfume,” I said as Abby handed the box to my siren wife.

As soon as Calli sniffed it, the blonde siren swayed on her feet and then shivered with pleasure.

“Ohhh, it smells just like a unicorn!” Calli gasped.

“That’s because it’s essence of unicorn,” I laughed. “Is that really what unicorns smell like?”

“Yes, and they are very hard to find, Ken Jewell!” Nika gasped after she inhaled the scent herself. “This is the most wonderful present!”

“I prefer to smell like blood and battle,” Khara said. “But for a perfume, it has a pleasant odor.”

“I’m glad it meets with your approval,” I snickered.

“If Khara doesn’t want to use it, that means more for me,” Ruby said. “I think I might bite off my own fingers if I wear this stuff, though. I’d smell like the most perfect cupcake that has ever existed.”

“Hey, the ‘no biting my wives’ rule applies to yourselves, too,” I said quickly. “But if you think this is the most wonderful present, wait until I tell you what else I found out while I was in town.”

“Let’s discuss it over dinner,” Calli said. “I’m sure you must be hungry after you were gone all day.”

While Calliope called a halt to all wall construction and work on the farm so we could all enjoy a meal together, I pulled Ruby over to speak in private.

“So?” I grinned. “How are those catapults doing?”

“Fucking gloriously, that’s how,” the dwarf snickered. “I got everyone up to speed on the handling of them. And I’ve made my selections as to who’s manning what if we’re ever under attack.”

“What are the groups?” I asked with intrigue.

“Nope.” Ruby shook her head. “That’s a surprise, but I will say that we’ve worked out that I’m nimble enough to run along the tops of the walls, so I’m in charge of calling out enemy positions as I spot them, and I’ll help the catapult launchers know where to aim. So if you ever want to find out how all this operates in action, you’ll give us a drill sometime, alright? No warning, just sound the alarm and admire my handiwork.”

“I’ll pencil that into the schedule,” I chuckled and gave her a kiss on her ginger head. “Thank you for all this, by the way. You’ve been so amazing, and these catapults are a big game-changer where our defenses are concerned.”

“Oh, I’m just getting started,” Ruby said as she rubbed her petite hands together. “This whole damn place will be littered with catapults soon enough, but I suppose it’s a good start for now.”

I debated arguing whether this was a “good” start or “fucking fantastic” one, but I decided to let the subject drop for now. Instead, I just scooped up my dwarven wife and carried her into the house like a damn queen.

It turned out Calli and Matilda had spent more time together while we were gone, and they had prepared a feast of roasted chickens, mashed potatoes, green beans topped with bacon crumbles, fresh baked rolls, early summer squash, deviled eggs, and iced strawberry tea.

After mine and Torrance’s families all started to tear into the food, I ate enough to keep my stomach from actively growling. Then I slowed down so I could tell them everything I found out in Hamstead. I’d already been thinking about things for hours on the drive back, and now I couldn’t wait any longer to share the news and get my wives’ opinions on the situation.

“Ken Jewell, you really are the most brilliant man!” Nika gasped when I finished telling everyone about the dryad prisoner. “You are so clever to find a dryad right in the middle of the village!”

“I didn’t exactly--”

“You would make such cute little dryad babies,” Calli interrupted me. “They would grow so tall and graceful and… actually, I’ve never seen a dryad baby so I’m not sure what they really look like, but I know you would make the cutest ones!”

“How will you rescue her?” Ruby asked.

“We could lead an attack on the jail, and you could sneak her out the back while we slaughter the guards in the middle of the street for all to see,” Khara suggested.

“You will have to act fast,” Nika added. “If they are going to burn her for the High Holy Day, then you have to save her either tonight or tomorrow night!”

“Listen, I want to save this dryad just as much as you do,” I said. “The villagers’ plan to barbecue her as a sacrifice is fucked up, but I’m not a hundred percent sure that I even can save her.”

“Of course you fucking can,” Ruby snorted. “Have you already forgotten how you saved all of us?”

“You did save me from some nasty, ugly kobolds,” Nika agreed.

“And you saved me from being cooked alive by some nasty, ugly goblins,” Calli said.

“You saved me from my stupid suicidal plan to bring a bunch of hodons into Ashgor and then die on my jump down,” Ruby sighed.

“And you saved me from burning to death in the arena after I defeated the Alpha Arachne.” Khara nodded. “You are very good at saving women from the underdark, husband. Just like you are very good at helping them stay in the suns’ light after you give them so many orgasms that--”

“Okaaay, that’s enough,” I said quickly with a glance at Torrance’s family and all my kids. “I get the point. I just don’t know very much about the Hamstead jail, and I don’t know how difficult it will be to sneak in there and free a prisoner.”

“It is a human establishment.” Nika waved her hand dismissively. “How difficult could it really be?”

“I could probably help you with that,” Torrance announced.

“So you are familiar with both the prostitutes and the town jail of Hamstead,” Khara said. “You are quite surprising, Quartermaster Torrance. Did you find yourself on the wrong side of the law often?”

“Of course he did, or he wouldn’t be so familiar with the town jail,” Ruby snorted.

“What did you do to get locked up?” Nika whispered. “Do not worry, we are all friends here. You can tell us!”

“I wish I had a good story to entertain you with,” Torrance chuckled. “But the truth is actually quite boring. I know my way around the jail because I used to make deliveries there all the time before the villagers, uh…”

“Ran you out of town and burned your farm down?” Nika suggested, as if the old farmer had genuinely forgotten what happened.

“That’s right,” Torrance answered. “The jail guards were too lazy to come to the market with everyone else, so they always had me deliver my goods straight to them at their posts.”

“I hope they paid you extra for the trouble,” I muttered.

“They didn’t.” Torrance shrugged. “But they never gave my wife or daughter any trouble when they had to go to town without me, and that’s more valuable than any coin. Folks like me got the short end of the stick a lot of times, since villagers tended to take advantage of us whenever we came to town to buy or sell wares.”

“I-it’s true,” Matilda stammered. “The villagers always acted like they were better and smarter than us because we lived in the country, and they were quick to let us know what they thought, too.”

“Then they were clearly very stupid,” Nika said. “You are much smarter than Ken Jewell’s future subjects. Torrance’s green thumb can grow anything, and the four of you have learned not to be afraid of us even though we are fearsome monsters from the underdark! That’s very smart of you.”

“So hold on, you said jail guards, right?” I asked the old farmer. “Does that mean the jail is only guarded by villagers? Not any of the duke’s soldiers?”

“Yes,” Torrance replied. “It’s their full-time job, so they’re not unskilled volunteers. They can defend themselves, and I’ve seen them fight decently when situations have gone poorly in Hamstead.”

“They would be very unskilled compared to you, though.” Matilda’s chin was propped up in her hand as she gazed at me dreamily, but when her face turned bright red, I wondered if she had meant to say those words out loud. “Oh! Um, I just meant because you were a real soldier on Earth, right? So a few village jail guards should be nothing to you, that’s all! I didn’t mean--”

“I know what you meant,” I chuckled. “I appreciate the vote of confidence, Matilda.”

“Jail!” Sawsaw grunted.

“I agree with my brilliant older brother,” the curly-haired goblin girl said. “Can we get back to what the jail looks like?”

“Do you think you’re going somewhere?” I teased my newest daughter.

“Probably not,” the goblin girl sighed from beside her mother. “I am growing very quickly, but I am still a little smaller than Akana. Also, my skin is green, and I haven’t learned how to go into camo mode yet. There is still so much for me to learn!”

“Sawsaw teach.” My oldest son patted her curly red hair.

“I’m sure you’ll be able to go with me on other missions soon,” I reassured my youngest daughter. “I might need to do this one completely solo, but that depends on what else Torrance can tell us about the jail and the guards.”

“It’s a one-story building,” Torrance explained. “The bars on each cell are too tight for even someone as little as Akana to squeeze through. Every cell does have a window, but they’re all too high and narrow for anybody to fit through, too.”

“Is there anywhere else they could keep prisoners?” I asked. “If every cell has a window, then the dryad would already have burned to death as soon as the suns’ light entered her cell.”

“That’s a fair point.” Torrance nodded. “I suppose they could be keeping her in the cellar. I’ve only been down there once myself to deliver some food to a prisoner there, since the guards were all too scared of him to bring him any food themselves.”

“Why were they keeping someone in the cellar?” I asked. “Were the rest of the cells full?”

“No, I got the impression they put their loudest or most violent prisoners down in the cellar,” Torrance said. “The trapdoor entrance is in the floor of the main jail office, so there’s no chance of escape.”

“If that’s the only place the suns’ light doesn’t reach, it must be where they’re keeping her,” I said. “How many guards are usually there?”

“No more than five,” the old farmer answered. “Or at least, that was the case when I was still making deliveries there.”

“You’ve never struck me as a liar before, Torrance,” Ruby said with a sigh. “Who would have guessed? It’s always the ones you least suspect, I suppose.”

“Miss Ruby, I’m sure I don’t know what you mean!” the old man protested. “What have I lied about?”

“Oh! I know!” Nika’s hand shot into the air. “Can I tell him, Nimble Fingers?”

“Knock yourself out,” Ruby said.

“I would prefer if you knocked me out yourself,” Nika whispered loudly with a glance at the petite redhead’s chest. “Or maybe if you just smothered me until I passed out. It would be like falling asleep in a cloud made of pure cream with little sprinkles of cinnamon on top, and I think it would be just the absolute--”

“Miss Ruby, Miss Nika, please!” Torrance interrupted. “A man has a right to know why he’s being called a liar, don’t he?”

“It is because you said the truth about your knowledge of the jail was very boring,” Calli explained. “But it has not been boring at all. It was valuable information, and it will help our husband save a poor dryad from a horrible fate.”

“Yes, exactly!” Nika said as triumphantly as if she’d been the one to deliver the information herself.

“Oh wait, did I steal your storm?” Calli whispered to Nika.

I glanced at Ruby in confusion, but the petite redhead just shrugged.

“No, no, no.” Nika waved her hand. “You can borrow my thunder any time, I do not mind.”

I realized that Calli and Nika must have both heard me say the phrase ‘steal your thunder’ before, and that was what they were trying to say now. They hadn’t quite gotten it right, but I always appreciated their efforts to use phrases from my old life.

“I see,” Torrance said with a nod. “I’m awful sorry if that came across as a lie, only I really did think it would be a boring story for a group of folks like you who have such adventures all the time.”

“I forgive you, just as long as your green thumb keeps us in a supply of those strawberries I like so much,” Ruby chuckled.

“I’ll do my best to keep them going a little further into the summer,” Torrance promised. “I just hope my story was helpful, that’s all.”

“Of course it was helpful,” Khara said with a nod at the old farmer. “You have once again proven that you are an invaluable addition to our home, and my husband has proven once again his wisdom in making you our quartermaster.”

Torrance’s ears turned red at my wives’ compliments, but he quickly shook it off and then went into the specifics of where the jail was located and how the cells and main office were all arranged inside. After he finished, and I felt confident that I’d mapped everything out in my head, Matilda offered to bring in dessert while Abby, Shitter, and Blink cleared away the dinner.

“Soooo?” Nika bounced in her seat. “Are you going to save the beautiful dryad and bring her home to make lots of cute babies with?”

“No one said she was beautiful,” I snickered.

“Of course she’s fucking beautiful,” Ruby argued. “You only attract the most beautiful women in the underdark, if I do say so myself.”

“You’re not wrong about that,” I laughed. “But to answer your question, Nika, yes. I’m still working on the details of my rescue plan, but I will try to free the dryad tomorrow night.”

“Yay!” Nika cheered. “We are getting another sister, and Ken Jewell is getting another wife!”

“I don’t know about that,” I said. “I do want to set her free so the villagers don’t burn her to death, but that doesn’t mean she’s obligated to come home with me. I just want to get her out of that jail and away from Hamstead to somewhere safe. Then if she wants to come join our family, she can. But if she doesn’t, she’s free to make her own way back into the underdark.”

“Or you could just throw her over your shoulder and carry her all the way back here,” Nika suggested.

“Dryads are very strong, but you’re definitely stronger,” Ruby said. “You could kidnap her without any problem.”

“Nobody’s kidnapping anybody!” I groaned. “I’m not going to force her to come with me if she doesn’t want to.”

“Oh, she’ll want to,” Nika giggled. “As soon as she sees your rippling muscles and broad chest and feels your magic throbbing--”

“I get the picture,” I quickly cut her off. “But I mean it. The dryad will only come home with me if she wants to, but she gets to make that decision herself.”

“It will not be a difficult decision for her,” Calli said with an appreciative glance at my body.

“Well, that’s all a problem for tomorrow night, anyway,” I said. “The main thing I wanted to talk to you all about was what I found out about the duke’s army.”

Matilda came back from the kitchen with coffee and half a dozen custard pies, all topped with fresh whipped cream she had made herself that afternoon. The crust was made from sweet breadcrumbs, and it gave just enough texture to the pies that we all devoured them before our coffee had cooled enough to drink.

The slender human girl quickly disappeared back to the kitchen to get the extra pies she’d made from the icebox, and after we all plowed through them too, I finally told my wives what I had learned about the number of soldiers the duke had and what the defenses of his castle were like.

“This Penelope sounds very helpful,” Khara said. “I am glad you have made friends with her.”

“Me too,” I said. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t know the duke has three thousand soldiers he could send against us. But now that you all know what we’re up against, I’m opening up the floor to any ideas or suggestions you have.”

Nika stared down at the floor like it was suddenly going to open up and spew a wave of ideas up like a fountain, and I suppressed a chuckle at her wide emerald eyes.

“I just meant that I want to hear all your ideas about how we handle this,” I explained. “We have ten thousand orcs who want us dead, three thousand human soldiers who will kill us as soon as they find us, and a defensive granite wall that we’ve only just gotten started on.”

“Oh, I know!” Nika’s hand shot into the air. “Half of us attack the duke inside his castle and slaughter all his soldiers. The other half of us can finish the wall at the same time, and then we will be ready when the orcs find us!”

“I love your enthusiasm,” I said, “but I think you’re forgetting that we still need to make about a dozen more trips to the quarry to get enough granite for the wall. Not to mention getting more limestone for our mortar, and then there’s the sheer number of hours it will take to finish the wall.”

“Is that your only criticism?” Ruby smirked. “I like that you didn’t blink twice about half of us taking on three thousand soldiers by ourselves.”

“That would be a slight issue, too,” I chuckled. “Our army isn’t that big yet, and even with all the bombs we’re going to make, I don’t think we can take on both an orc army and a human army.”

“What if we don’t take on either?” Calli asked quietly.

“What do you mean?” Ruby demanded. “I hope you’re not suggesting that we forget about our home and run off to another country.”

“Of course not,” the beautiful siren said. “This is our cove, and we will defend it to our last breath. But what if we act like sirens, so we don’t actually have to fight either group of enemies?”

“Sweet Calliope, in case you forgot, you and Abby are the only sirens here,” Nika whispered loudly. “You will have to tell us how to act like sirens.”

“There is a lot of graceful sauntering involved,” Khara said with a thoughtful nod. “I have noticed this. But beneath the surface of their unbelievably gorgeous smiles and soft bodies lurks a calm confidence. I suspect this confidence stems from knowing they’ve already lured their victim to unavoidable death. Even if the victim does not know that is their role yet. However, putting this into practice would be difficult for myself and Akana. Our confidence is worn like an impenetrable war mask of bloodthirst.”

Akana sent her mother a stone-faced nod of agreement.

“Yes, that does sound like it would be a challenge for you,” Nika sighed.

“Luckily, I don’t think that’s exactly what Calliope meant,” I chuckled, and then I motioned for my siren wife to expand on her idea.

“The waters of the underdark are filled with many creatures, and they are all deadly enemies of the siren,” Calli explained. “We have many ways to fight them, but there are a few creatures so ferocious that it is dangerously stupid for a small number of sirens to go up against them. Like an aboleth, for example. It would be foolish to try to engage an aboleth in a fight unless I had a whole army of sirens with me, so what I usually did was pick a fight with the aboleth but make it think some other creature had picked the fight instead.”

“The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” I muttered.

“No, the enemy of my enemy is still my enemy,” Calli corrected me. “But he is an enemy that I can use to my advantage. So I usually tried to pick a fight between a group of bog hags and nasty aboleths, and this always caused mass slaughter on both sides. But then it was easier for my hunting pack to go in and pick off the weakened aboleths and make such tasty meals out of them!”

“Shit,” I said. “That actually might work.”

“But enemy is orcs and humans.” Canigo frowned. “Not aboleths and bog hags.”

I appreciated how literally my goblin sons tended to take everything, but Canigo sounded so serious that I forced myself not to smile.

“Make orcs and humans fight each other,” Sawsaw explained to his younger brother. “Like sirens make aboleths and bog hags fight each other.”

“Ahhhh! Understand now.” Canigo grinned and then gave a low cackle.

“Yeah, I’m right there with you, buddy,” I said. “It makes a hell of a lot of sense. If we can get the orcs and humans to fight each other, it might actually give us a decent chance of survival.”

“Won’t ten thousand orcs kind of, uh, completely slaughter three thousand humans?” Matilda asked. “Would it even be a fair fight?”

“Thank you.” Khara smiled at the girl like she took this as a direct compliment. “My kind would certainly be likely to slaughter the humans without any fairness about it.”

“You’re not feeling bad for the soldiers, are you?” Torrance teased his daughter.

“No, not at all!” Matilda said quickly. “I just imagine that ten thousand warriors like Khara would make pretty short work of only three thousand humans, and then we might still have ten thousand orcs left to face.”

“There are no orc warriors like me,” Khara said, but she stated it like a fact instead of like she was trying to brag on herself. “I am exceptional. But I understand the human girl’s concern. It is a helpful insight. We would be left to fight the orcs either way.”

“I’m not so sure… I think we win no matter what the outcome is,” I said. “Scenario number one: Duke Bellfrey’s army actually defeats the orcs. Then the problem of ten thousand orc soldiers from three combined tribes is over and done with, and the humans are so distracted by the orcs that they forget all about the quarry problem for a little while. Plus, they’d probably lose a decent portion of their forces, and this would leave them weaker, at least until the duke was able to apply for reinforcements from Grimford. Either way, we’ll have the advantage over them for a while.”

“What about scenario number two?” Ruby asked.

“Scenario number two is that the orcs defeat the duke’s army,” I answered.

“Ah, so this is the more realistic scenario.” Khara leaned forward on the table and absent-mindedly dipped one of her claws into a little leftover whipped cream, then swirled it around like it was an enemy’s brains. “I am ready, husband. Tell us how the orcs will destroy the duke’s forces.”

I had already been distracted by her claw swirling around in the whipped cream, but now Khara slipped the claw in between her dark lips and licked it clean. When a low purr of pleasure started in the orc warrior’s chest, I found it impossible to think about anything except for covering her with whipped cream and then licking it all clean myself until her purr became a roar.

Shit, I needed to get a grip.

Nobody was going to be licking whipped cream off of anybody if we didn’t come up with a plan to deal with the orcs and the human soldiers. Khara couldn’t help that every move she made was sexy as hell. That just came with the territory of being so tall and muscular that she looked like she’d been carved from gray marble.

“Khara’s right,” I continued with a little shake of my head. “This is probably the scenario that will happen, anyway. The humans might have a fancy castle wall and a pretty badass stronghold, probably some decent long-range weapons, but I don’t think they would be able to stand up against ten thousand orcs.”

“But how would we get the orcs to attack the duke’s castle?” Nika asked.

“I’ll get to that part in a minute,” I answered. “But if the orcs win against the humans, then it’s not like the orcs can keep staying above ground during the daylight. They would only eliminate the soldiers, make the quarry access easier for a while, and make it less likely for any human soldiers to try to track down our family. Then the orcs would retreat.”

“And they would theoretically be a little weaker and slightly lower in number than they were before,” Calli said. “So when they did attack us, they wouldn’t be able to do it at full force, and this should give us a little bit of an advantage.”

“Exactly,” I agreed. “Either way, one of our enemies might be eliminated completely or at least weakened significantly, and this would let us get in there and finish off whichever enemy is still standing.”

“Just like aboleths and bog hags,” Calli agreed before she gave me a shy smile. “So you really think this plan will be helpful, my love?”

“It’s a great plan, sweetheart,” I said as I smiled back at the beautiful siren, and I wondered how she could have ever doubted her plan. Everything about Calliope might look soft and inviting, but her enemies didn’t stand a chance against her. “Now we just need to figure out how to make the orcs attack the duke.”

Akana raised her hand, and when we all turned toward her, the little orc girl lowered her hand again and pointed it right at her mother. Then she pointed her fingers back to her own nose, sniffed, and then pounded her tiny gray fist into her other palm.

“Akana says the orcs will attack anywhere that smells like Auntie Khara,” Abby translated. “So, if they think she is in the duke’s castle, then they will definitely attack the human army there!”

“Why would I be in the castle?” Khara frowned. “Even if we had a way to convince the orcs that I was there, I do not think they would believe that I simply walked into a human castle to introduce myself and sit down to whatever it is that most humans sit down to do. I imagine the women compare the sizes of their breasts. And perhaps the men try to find and then measure the pathetic sizes of their own penises.”

Matilda went completely red in the face, but her father had her beat as he nearly turned purple before he could recover himself.

“I did not mean to insult you, Quartermaster,” Khara said with a nod at the old man. “I’m sure you are… adequate. I simply cannot believe that any other human man has a penis like that of my husband. Otherwise, human women would be far less sad and squabbly, and human men would be much less eager to prove themselves and then be found wanting.”

“Do human men really measure the sizes of their own tools?” Ruby asked.

“Okay, and that’s enough on that subject,” I said quickly.

“Wait, but if that’s not what they do when they sit down, what do humans do instead?” Nika demanded. “How else will Khara know what to do in the human castle after she introduces herself? Her breasts would obviously win any contest in comparison to human women, but--”

“That’s not what humans do,” I groaned.

“Maybe they all sit down to feast on their latest underdark kills?” Calli suggested. “Maybe humans share theirs with others instead of hoarding all the good meat for themselves.”

“That don’t sound like most humans I know,” Matilda muttered and then seemed to realize that she’d let her slight country accent shine through, even though she usually did her best to hide it. “I mean that doesn’t sound like most humans! Not that it don’t sound.”

Torrance cleared his throat. “It’s more likely they sit down to share tea together, if they’re feeling kindly enough to share anything. But no offense to you, Miss Khara, but I don’t think they’d offer to share much of anything with a fine, upstanding orc warrior such as yourself. Most humans ain’t got no class.”

“This is true of most weak minds,” Khara replied. “It is only temporary, though. Ken Jewell will show them how to treat their betters once they all kneel before him.”

“I think we’ve all gotten a little sidetracked here,” I chuckled. “Nobody says you have to walk into the castle and introduce yourself, Khara. The orcs just need to think that you’re there, that’s all. If the orcs think you’re being held prisoner by the humans, wouldn’t they come to free you so they could then kill you themselves?”

“I am not a helpless damsel who would be captured by human soldiers,” Khara said proudly, and a low growl rippled in her chest.

“No, but you did get captured by goblins in a moment of, um, vulnerability,” Nika giggled.

“Plus, you won’t actually be captured by the humans,” I pointed out. “We only have to make the orcs think that you’ve been captured by them.”

“I would not enjoy the orcs thinking that I have allowed myself to be captured by humans,” Khara said with a firm shake of her head. “It is the most degrading thing for an orc to be captured, especially by humans, and it would be a dishonor to the name of Kharazugelphi.”

“Not if it means the nineteen of us are able to defeat an army of ten thousand orcs,” I said. “That would more than restore any honor you think you’ll lose.”

Khara pursed her lips at this and glared down at the table. Her expression was so dark that I half-expected the woodwork to shrivel up and die in fear, but then she groaned and turned her red eyes on me.

“It sounds sneaky like a goblin,” Khara sniffed. “But if we destroy the armies of three combined orc tribes, it would make the name of Clan Jewell even more of a legend in the underdark than it already is. Perhaps this would be worth it.”

“Fuck yes, this would be worth it!” Ruby said. “Now we just need to figure out how to make it look like Khara is a prisoner inside the duke’s castle.”

“We should also probably antagonize the orcs and the soldiers, right?” Nika asked hopefully. “So they will be all amped up to fight each other?”

“I have a feeling we’ll probably end up fighting some more orcs and soldiers before this is all over anyway, even if we don’t mean to,” I muttered. “But the most important thing is how we convince the orcs that Khara is inside the castle so they attack it.”

“Trail,” Sawsaw suggested. “Khara’s scent already at quarry, so we leave trail from quarry to castle?”

“That’s true,” I said. “The orcs have definitely been sniffing around the railway and the quarry, and I’m sure the next hunting party will try to pick up her trail there again.”

“What about the soldiers?” Abby asked. “If we leave a trail from the quarry to their castle, won’t they notice and use it to investigate the tunnels, find our railway, and then follow us all the way home?”

“That’s also true,” I sighed. “How do we leave a trail that is only obvious to orcs, but not to soldiers?”

“I could sing and lead the orcs to the castle!” Abby suggested. “Or my mother and I both could!”

“Thanks for the offer, sweetie,” I said. “But we need to leave a trail behind us, so we won’t actually be around when the orcs find it. I want us to keep as far away from the orcs as possible until the fight is over between them and the humans.”

“Oh, I know!” Nika gasped. “We give Khara a couple of great big cuts, and then she can bleed all over the place for miles and miles from the quarry to the castle!”

“Yes.” Khara leaned forward and flexed her long black claws like she was planning to do the deed right now. “This is a good idea, Nika. I love to bleed when it tricks my enemies into thinking I am weakened. The orcs will easily be able to follow the sight and scent of my blood.”

“We’re not going to injure you so you can leave a blood trail behind you.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Also, the soldiers would be able to see the blood as much as the orcs would.”

“Not if it was only a little bit of blood,” Khara said with an almost-pouty frown. “Orcs can sniff out even the smallest amount of blood, and most human eyesight is not strong enough to spot just a small amount of blood. This blood plan is perfect.”

“No one’s going to be bleeding except for the orcs and humans when they fight each other,” I said firmly.

Calli suddenly pushed herself back from the table, disappeared into the bedroom, and then came back with the violet bottle of unicorn perfume held up like a trophy.

“This is the answer,” the blonde siren announced.

“We make the orcs think that Khara rode a unicorn into the castle?” Nika’s green forehead wrinkled in confusion. “I am not sure how this unicorn perfume will help us.”

“No, no,” Calli laughed. “This is essence of unicorn, right? And you said that Elvira made this perfume from the sweat of a unicorn? That’s how she got the creature’s essence?”

“Yeah, that’s right,” I confirmed.

“Then Elvira should be able to make a perfume that is essence of Khara!” Calli said. “And we can use that perfume to leave a very strongly scented trail all the way up to the castle! It will be so strong that the orcs cannot miss it, but I do not think the humans will think anything about it.”

I tried to think of a flaw with Calli’s plan, but even after I considered it from every angle, it was still a pretty solid idea. If we used a perfume that smelled like Khara to leave a trail, the orcs definitely wouldn’t lose the scent like they might if Khara simply walked up to the castle walls. And if the orcs followed the perfume trail, they would realize that it ended at the castle, and then it shouldn’t be long before they attacked the duke’s forces to try and save Khara so they could kill her themselves.

“What do you say?” Calli turned her bright blue eyes on me.

“I say hell yes!” I grinned. “Essence of Khara sounds perfect. I think this plan is going to work.”
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Chapter 11

The next morning, I woke up about half an hour before the first sunrise when the eastern sky was just beginning to grow light through the window. I kissed Nika and Ruby on their foreheads, but both redheads were still sleeping soundly when I rolled out of bed.

Khara had taken Akana hunting late last night, and since they had passed out on the rug in front of the fire without even bothering to change first, I guessed they must have had a hell of a good time. Calli and Abby had gone to sleep in the pond to recharge with some time in the water.

The goblin boys were scattered across the rest of the house on all their little cots, except for Timber and Blink. They had set up a little tent beside the kiln so they could keep stoking the fire all night, and I made a note to myself to build a more permanent hut there so we could all trade off kiln shifts.

But as I started to make my way out of the bedroom, I heard soft whispers coming from my little goblin girl’s crib in the corner of the room. At first, I thought the little redheaded chatterbox was talking in her sleep, but then my eyes adjusted to the darkness, and I saw something that damn near moved me to tears.

Abby was curled up around her baby sister and had her arms tight around the little sleeping goblin. She must have crawled into bed with her at some point during the night, and now she kept smoothing the candy-red ringlets out of the goblin’s face and whispering something to her.

I snuck a little closer but was careful to move so quietly that I didn’t disturb my siren daughter. I only crept forward until I was able to hear her, but then I almost burst into laughter and ruined the whole thing.

“Cucumber,” Abby whispered. “Flower. Blood. Carnage. Rose petal. Strawberry. Sirens. Razorblade. Willow tree.”

“Abby,” I whispered with a grin. “What are you doing?”

“Oh! Hi Daddy!” Abby giggled but kept her voice down so she wouldn’t wake up the little goblin girl. “We want her to pick a really pretty name, so I was just listing all of the prettiest words I know! If I keep telling her all these words while she sleeps, then maybe she will pick one of them!”

“That’s a solid idea,” I laughed. “But are you sure these are all the prettiest words you know?”

“Only some of them!” Abby said. “I know a lot more pretty words, too.”

“Like carnage and razorblade?” I smirked.

“Oh yes, those are very pretty words!” Abby said. “Just like rose petal and strawberry! They are all some of my favorites.”

“Okay, princess,” I said. “Keep up the good work, okay?”

“Don’t worry, I will!” Abby waved and then curled back up around the little goblin so she could keep whispering pretty words to her. “Cupcake. Battlefield. Longsword. Moonbeam.”

I shook my head with a smile, pulled on a t-shirt, grabbed my boots, and then headed out of the house.

I had been pulling so many all-nighters lately that it’d been a while since I was the first one up. Even the livestock were still sleeping, and the only sounds I heard were distant birds in the trees south of the river and my own inhales and exhales. As I breathed in the cool, early morning air, I let my bare feet sink into the dewy grass and relished the fact that this was my land.

I had never owned land myself before. I had mostly just bounced from one place to another, wherever the Army told me to go, but I’d never lived anywhere that just belonged to me. And I sure as shit had never lived anywhere with a family I’d created and would do fucking anything to protect.

I curled my toes into the grass to enjoy the feeling for a few more seconds. Then I sat down on the porch stairs and pulled my socks and boots on before I took any steps further from the house. The feeling of damp grass on my bare feet might be nice, but it sure as hell wouldn’t be if I accidentally stepped in manure from the livestock or any of the messes the gobs constantly left behind them.

After I slipped on my boots, I headed to the back of Ruby’s workshop where the kiln was. Blink was snoring in front of the low-burning kiln, but Timber had managed to crawl back into their tarp tent before he passed out. A massive pile of baked limestone filled a trough on one side of the kiln, and another few wheelbarrows of limestone stood waiting for their turn in the fire on the other side.

I smiled at both boys as I quietly walked past them. I was proud of how far all the gobs had come, but it made me especially happy to see them take an interest in something on their own. Sawsaw was always my right-hand man, and Shitter was starting to come along as a squad leader, too. Canigo was still finding his way, even though he could smash enemies with his warhammer better than almost anyone I’d ever seen. Timber seemed to have really taken to construction, and Blink usually liked to do whatever Timber did.

Fetch and Burp were starting to sometimes do what they were told, but they were still so young that it might take some more time before they were completely reliable members of Clan Jewell. They had just been caught trying to sneak into the barn again last night by Markus and Maximus, and only the threat of calling Khara had made them scamper off without any slaughtered sheep to show for their efforts.

I loved all my kids, but the constant efforts to keep them from eating all our livestock was exhausting. At least Abby and Akana had more self-control when it came to slaughtering things around the farm. They both seemed to prefer hunting real prey. Abby’s current favorite prey was bounty hunters, even though it had been a little while since any came close to the homestead. And Akana seemed to like hunting anything in the underdark.

I wondered what my new goblin daughter would be like. She was already much more talkative and clever than any of her brothers had been at her age, or at any age for that matter. And she seemed to come out knowing as much as Nika did about the way things worked on the surface world and in the underdark. I had a feeling she was too clever to be interested in slaughtering sheep, but I wouldn’t hold my breath until I knew for sure.

I just hoped the curly-haired gob girl wouldn’t pick a name like Razorblade, even if Abby did think it was a pretty word.

After I left Blink and Timber sleeping by the kiln, I headed to the northeast corner of my property to take another look at the wall progress. The watchtower was almost finished between the two stretches of stone wall that had been started. It was just missing the top that would rise above the nine-foot-high granite wall.

Each block of granite had been carefully mortared into place so not a single crack was visible in the wall. The walls had been fully built about ten feet out along the northern perimeter and eight feet along the eastern border. They were both built just inside the wall of wooden spikes, and I hadn’t decided yet if I should keep the wooden wall in place after we finished the granite structure or not.

It could be one extra layer of protection, but it could also be set on fire. The granite wall would still keep any attackers outside our home, but a fire would make it impossible to walk on top of the wall and fire projectiles down at our enemies. It would probably be safer to tear down, but this would only be a possibility after we completed the granite wall perimeter.

We still had a long way to go, but it was an impressive feat so far, especially since Ruby was the only one of us who could call herself a professional stonemason.

I patted the stone wall approvingly, but then I got a hell of an idea.

Ruby had created an alarm bell system that anyone could trigger if enemies were spotted. It was really only meant for use at night when we would all be sleeping, but we all had assigned battle stations for whenever this alarm would sound. We kept meaning to have drills to practice our emergency defenses, but we hadn’t actually carried one out yet.

I was fully aware that I might regret this, but I couldn’t help it. We needed the practice in case the orcs did attack, and if nothing else, it should be a fun ride.

I hurried to the drawbridge and the scaffolding that Ruby had rigged up along the interior of our homestead. A long rope hung down from the top of the scaffolding, and it was attached to a sturdy plank that was weighted down with a perfectly round rock on the opposite end.

When I yanked on the rope, I pulled the free end of the plank down toward me, and this made the smooth sphere-shaped rock roll down and start its journey across the top of the scaffolding. There were several of these located all around the farm, and this included one by my house, Torrance’s house, one by the barn, and one down by the pond. But for now, I only wanted to test the system that was attached to our own house, so I didn’t run and deploy the other alarms, too.

The rock rolled along the sloped scaffolding toward the house. There was a chute in the corner of the roof that Ruby had built just for this system, so when the rock reached the corner chute, it dropped down into the house, straight on top of a horn she had designed. It was a crude but effective air horn that worked by holding a bunch of compressed air inside a pig bladder.

When the rock fell onto the bladder, it would rupture it, and the air that blew out would sound the horn that it was attached to. In theory, it would be quiet enough that incoming enemies wouldn’t hear it, but it would still make enough noise to wake up my family and get them all into position. If this was a real emergency, I could have run to the other scaffolding systems and woken up Torrance’s family, anyone in the barn, and anyone in the pond, but I stayed put by the drawbridge.

From my position here, I couldn’t hear the horn go off inside the house, but I didn’t have to wait long before I figured out if it worked. Only a few seconds after the rock disappeared down the chute and set off the horn, my whole family poured out of the house like a tidal wave.

Khara was the first one out the door. She sprinted in complete silence and unison with Akana while Abby ran after them with the little goblin girl in her arms. In the time between the air horn going off and my family running out the door, Abby had somehow managed to streak my camo paint across her own face, across the little goblin girl’s green face, and across Akana’s pale gray skin. The three of them made such a cute and deadly trio that my heart thrilled to see them, and I almost wished we really were under attack so I could see them in action.

My goblin sons all stumbled over themselves as they pushed and shoved their way into their positions. Fetch dragged an old bone behind him like it was a security blanket, but Burp kept tripping on the bone and sent them sprawling forward again and again. Sawsaw growled at all the gobs to fall in line, but Shitter wavered for a moment between running to his position and running to the barn for a quick pre-game snack of fresh sheep.

“Move it, move it!” Ruby yelled at the goblin boys. “If your asses aren’t at your battle stations in five seconds, my boot is gonna be up your ass instead!”

Nika vanished behind the workshop to grab Blink and Timber, and when she reappeared, she and Timber were both patting Blink’s hair like they had just put out a fire. When they got a little closer, I saw that the front half of his shaggy hair had actually burned off. I didn’t want to know how that happened. I was just glad it was out now.

I wanted to see how quickly my family could get ready for an attack without my leadership, so I backed into the shadows underneath the drawbridge arch, and I didn’t say anything as I kept watching them get into place. Khara bounded up to the northeastern watchtower, and my three daughters split off from her to man the catapult that was halfway between the drawbridge and the northeastern tower. Sawsaw, Fetch, and Burp all sprinted to the catapult halfway between the drawbridge and the southeast corner.

Shitter and Canigo disappeared into the darkness so they could get to the western side of our compound. Nika skipped and giggled her way toward the south to wake up Calli in the pond and man that wall, and that left Blink and Timber to run to stand guard at the northern wall.

Ruby dashed toward the drawbridge, but she didn’t see me and simply started climbing up the ladder to get to the top of the wall. She was small and nimble enough to run along the tops of the walls, so the plan was for her to call out enemy positions as she spotted them and help the catapult launchers know where to aim.

Ruby ran back and forth for a minute, and everyone else held their breath while she searched for any sight of the enemy. I was impressed that my sons didn’t just set off the two new catapults for fun, but just when I started to think that maybe they were maturing faster than I thought, I heard Burp cackle.

Sawsaw gave an angry shout, but my youngest son had already triggered their catapult. It sent a jagged boulder whistling over the top of the wall before it was lost in the darkness to the east.

Ruby and Sawsaw both cursed like they were in a swearing competition, but before they completely lost their minds, I stepped out of the shadows.

“This completes your first drill!” I shouted. “The drill is over now. You can abandon your stations!”

“It was only a drill?” Ruby looked down at me from the top of the wall.

“Sorry for playing a trick on you.” I smiled. “You kept saying you wanted to have a practice run, though.”

“Don’t be sorry!” Ruby chuckled. “I did want to practice, but I’m mostly relieved because I thought my eyesight was going! I couldn’t see a damn thing out there except for rolling hills and dark trees, and I thought I was losing it!”

“Not a chance,” I laughed. “Now come down here.”

“Only if you catch me,” Ruby said, but she jumped off the edge of the wall before I had a chance to answer.

The feisty redhead might have been three months pregnant, but she was so petite that it was nothing to catch her and set her gently on the ground. She leaned into me before I released her, and I kissed the top of her ginger hair.

“Just a drill?” Sawsaw asked as he strode toward us.

“Yep, just a drill, buddy,” I said. “Thanks for being a trooper about it.”

“Burp launched catapult,” Sawsaw sighed.

“Yeah, I know,” I said. “We’ll talk about that in a minute. Can you run and tell everybody along the other walls that the drill is over?”

“Sawsaw,” my oldest son agreed and then ran off across the lawn.

“Show’s over, folks!” Ruby put her fingers to her lips and gave a loud whistle. “It was just a drill, and it’s over so hurry up and get your asses over here!”

The rest of my family followed the sound of Ruby’s adorably high-pitched commands and drifted toward the drawbridge. They looked disappointed that there were no hordes of orcs streaming across the countryside toward us, but they would just have to channel their energy into building the wall today instead.

The gobs who had deployed to the far walls quickly came back to join us, and even Calli swam back from where she had been patrolling the river as part of her battle duties. Nika helped dry off the blonde siren so she could grow legs again and walk over to the rest of us, and soon enough, all the members of my family had gathered around me.

“Congratulations on finishing your first drill,” I said once they all quieted down. “We won’t have many of these, but I wanted us to practice in case things don’t go exactly according to plan with the orcs.”

“You mean if they attack us here before we can get them to fight Duke Bellfrey’s soldiers?” Calli asked.

“Exactly,” I replied. “So, let’s talk about how you all did. Ruby, great work on the alarm system. It seems like it worked like a dream, but how did it sound inside the house?”

“It was lower-pitched than I thought it would be, but it was a good level of noise,” Ruby answered. “Just enough to wake us up, but not enough to wake the dead.”

“Good,” I said. “You’ll have to reset the boulder in place on the board and fill another pig bladder since we burst that one, but I’ll let you do that today while I go to Hamstead.”

“No problem,” Ruby said. “I have another bladder drying in my workshop, so I’ll take care of it.”

“Khara, Akana, Abby, and my littlest gob,” I said with a smile at my curly-haired daughter. “You four were the first ones out of the gate. I don’t know how Abby managed to get camo makeup on you so fast, but you all did a great job getting into position.”

“I sleep with the camo stick beside me so I am always ready for murder,” Abby whispered.

“I asked her to put a little on me because I haven’t figured out how to sneak yet,” my goblin daughter sighed. “I can only make my hands invisible right now, but I’ll figure out how to do it to the rest of my body soon!”

“You’re only a day old,” I reminded her, even though she looked like she could be two or three now. “You’re doing just fine, princess.”

“Sorry about catapult,” Sawsaw announced. “Burp disobeyed.”

“Yeah, I figured that.” I frowned at my youngest son. “You know you’re not supposed to launch catapults until the order is given, right?”

Burp imitated the whistle of the projectile he had set off and then burst into laughter. Sawsaw thumped his knuckles against the back of the little gob’s head, but this only made Burp laugh more, especially when Fetch joined in.

“You and Shitter will have to drill them a little harder,” I told Sawsaw. “If this was a real emergency, we would have needed everybody to be at the top of their game, and that means you have to follow every single order.”

“Sawsaw!” my oldest son and Shitter both said with a little salute.

“Should I ask about Blink’s hair?” I asked as I turned toward Blink, Timber, and Nika.

“Do not worry, we put the fire out!” Nika giggled. “I will clean up his haircut later today to even out the burnt ends.”

“That doesn’t really answer my question,” I chuckled. “But you all did a good job getting into position, even though you had to put out Blink’s hair first.”

“Calli also moved into position very quickly!” Nika said. “As soon as I stuck my head below the water and yelled, she popped right up and then swam into the river so she could devour any enemies coming up from the south.”

“Good work,” I said. “Overall, you all did a great job. I want us to start keeping watch at night so if there is a real emergency, we’ll have a lookout who can sound the alarm. We’ll all take shifts, but I don’t want to be caught sleeping if our enemies attack us. Now, who’s hungry?”

Nika and all my kids shot their hands up into the air. Khara gave a single nod of agreement, Ruby’s stomach growled beside me, and Calli began leading us back toward the house so she could start on breakfast. As we followed the beautiful siren inside, I glanced at the eastern sky and saw that the first sun had almost inched its way up over the horizon.

After a breakfast of bacon, eggs, and biscuits for the adults, plus fried pig brains and pickled pig feet for our growing kids, we got ready to head out and start our work for the day. Timber and Blink agreed to take a break from the kiln and work on the wall instead, and Canigo took over work at the kiln with Fetch. The rest of my family headed out to keep building the wall.

I waved at Matilda from the front porch when I saw her heading into the vegetable garden. The pretty girl blushed and waved back, but she immediately ducked behind a blueberry bush to hide her flushed cheeks.

Matilda’s brothers were leading all the livestock out to pasture, and I guessed Torrance was probably already at work in the fields. We should have a great crop of wheat and corn this year with his help, and that should make things easier on us whenever winter finally came around again.

I was dressed to go back to Hamstead today, but I checked my utility belt to make sure I had everything I wanted to bring. I still needed to get a sample of sweat from Khara to take with me, and I was pretty sure I had enough time to help on the wall construction for a few hours before I needed to head out.

I would have to see Elvira when I first got to town. I hoped she would be able to make a perfume from Khara’s essence pretty easily, and if she agreed to help me, then all I had to do was wait for the suns to set. Things would get a little more complicated once it got dark and I started my mission to rescue the dryad, but I didn’t mind complicated.

If nothing else, it sure as hell kept things interesting.

Before I could finish my inspections to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything, Nika grabbed my arm from behind and pulled me back inside the house. She locked the door behind us and then immediately pushed me up against the wood.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I smirked. “Did you forget I have to go to Hamstead today? I need to make as much progress on the wall before then as possible.”

“I would never forget something so important, Ken Jewell!” Nika gasped. “I only thought we could have a little fun before you left! It will be a very long and challenging day for you, and you should make sure you are nice and relaxed first!”

“It will be a long day,” I said but grabbed her hands before she could unbuckle my utility belt. “I have to go see Elvira, convince her to make a perfume from Khara’s sweat, rescue a dryad, and avoid everyone who wants to find me and claim the reward of a thousand gold.”

“See?” Nika tried to free her hands from my grip. “It will be very long and hard! But do you know what else gets long and hard when I--”

“Don’t you have to wait two weeks before you can get pregnant again?” I chuckled.

“I don’t have to wait quite so long after having a goblin girl,” Nika said. “They are much easier to birth than boys. I might still need to wait a few days, but there are lots and lots and lots of other things we can do in the meantime! It will help the time go by fast until we can make another little goblin boy to add to your growing army!”

“Slow down,” I laughed, but I had to pin her arms behind her back to keep her from unzipping my pants. “I wasn’t going to say anything yet, but since you brought it up, we should talk about our sons.”

“Like how many more we should have and how much fun it will be to make them?” Nika whispered. “That sounds wonderful!”

I released my grip on her wrists so she could bounce over to the kitchen table, but once we were both sitting down, I took her hands again and took a deep breath.

“Nika,” I said gently, “I don’t think we should have any more sons right now.”

“Of course we’re not going to have any right now!” Nika giggled. “I need a few days to recover, and then once you make me pregnant again, we will still have to wait two weeks before our newest boy is born!”

“That’s not what I meant,” I groaned. “Listen, I want to have as many sons with you as possible, but our boys still need to learn how to keep their shit together first.”

“I know Fetch got desperate last week and couldn’t make it to the outhouse in time,” Nika sighed. “I told him that brains are a rich delicacy, so he should slow down, but he did not listen. But other than that incident, I think the gobs have been doing a good job of keeping their shit together!”

“I didn’t mean literally,” I snickered. “Our sons are still slaughtering the livestock or at least trying to almost constantly, and they’re always up to some shenanigans. Other than Sawsaw and sometimes Shitter, they don’t listen, and even Shitter still needs to eat a whole sheep to keep himself focused on missions.”

“I am very proud of our sons, too.” Nika’s emerald eyes were shining.

“Did you hear anything I just said?” I ran my fingers through my hair. “I’m saying that we can’t afford their constant shenanigans and livestock slaughtering!”

“You are the richest king in the land, Ken Jewell,” Nika said seriously. “You have all the treasures of Ashgor in your treasure cellar, and you could spend over half of it and still be richer than anyone else. You can afford more sheep and livestock.”

“It’s not just the financial cost, Nika,” I argued. “I can’t keep going into town and buying more sheep. It’s already made people notice me a little too much, like they’re trying to figure out why the same guy keeps buying sheep week after week. Plus, those draft horses were hard to come by! They’re much harder to replace than sheep, and our whole quarry operation depends on them.”

“But it is natural for goblin boys to slaughter things!” Nika crossed her arms over her chest. “They are much less picky about their prey than little orcs and sirens. They do not care if it runs or hides or stands or waits. They just want it to have a pulse.”

“Yeah, that’s the problem,” I said.

“But don’t you think it is wonderful that the goblins will attack anything that moves?” Nika demanded. “I think this is a wonderful quality for a soldier in your army to have.”

“I’d prefer them to have a little discipline,” I said. “Look at Burp, for example. He fired the catapult this morning even though no one had given the order. Then he laughed about it. If we were actually under attack, that kind of mistake could have cost us valuable minutes by the time we reloaded and launched the next projectile. Not to mention, it would’ve shown our hand to our enemies before we could even hope to use the element of surprise.”

“Then it is a good thing this morning was a drill!” Nika said cheerfully. “He will do better next time, you will see.”

“He also tried to eat one of my new draft horses a few days ago,” I pointed out.

“But he didn’t!” Nika was so positive every time she responded that it was hard to argue with her, but I knew I had to stick to my guns.

“That’s not the point, babe,” I sighed.

“They are just being good little goblins,” Nika said.

“They’re not just goblins, though,” I replied. “They’re also my sons, and they’re my army. They need to follow my instructions, or I’ll never be able to trust them enough that I can delegate important things to them.”

“But look at Timber!” Nika said. “He is doing so well with the kiln, and that is a lot of responsibility!”

“I’m very proud of Timber,” I told her. “But you know as much as I do that that was a recent development. If we have another son, he’ll go through the same slaughtery phase all the others did, but that will be on top of the slaughtery phase Fetch and Burp are still struggling to get out of.”

“But--”

“I can’t manage the gobs’ desire to slaughter everything on top of not following orders,” I cut her off. “Especially not when I’m also trying to deal with the combined army of three orc tribes, plus the duke’s human army.”

“Our sons just need a little more time, and then they will be such a good army for you!” Nika insisted.

“That’s exactly why I don’t want to have any more sons yet,” I replied. “I want to give our sons plenty of time to outgrow their slaughtery tendencies and learn to follow orders. Then maybe when we eventually have more sons, the older gobs will be able to help discipline them and keep them from going through the same slaughtery phase they did.”

Nika narrowed her eyes and finally dropped her cheery smile.

“Forgive me, Ken Jewell… but did you just say ‘when we eventually’ have more sons?” Nika whispered, and I could have sworn her left eye twitched a little.

“Yeah, eventually,” I replied. Then Nika gasped so loud that I thought she might inhale her tongue, but I barreled onward. “There’s no way we can have more sons until our current sons really learn some discipline and can handle themselves.”

“Eventually,” Nika repeated, but now she spoke the word like it was poison. “But Ken Jewell, you cannot really mean that--”

“No,” I interrupted. “No more sons until the boys get themselves under control.”

“But if we just--”

“I said no, Nika,” I cut her off again.

Nika stared at me like I had suddenly grown horns, but I stayed firm. Even when her lower lip began to tremble and it looked like she might burst into tears, I tightened my hands into fists and forced myself to stand my ground.

As much as I wanted to make love to Nika and give her all the sons in the world, I knew I was right. The gobs were too out of control. I couldn’t keep buying new sheep and other livestock every time one of them got a little hungry, and I also needed to be able to rely on all my sons as much as I relied on Sawsaw.

Things had always been dangerous for us since everybody in the underdark and on the surface world would be happy to see us all dead, but our situation had gotten a lot more dangerous lately. Three orc tribes had allied to send their armies against us together, and the duke might be on our trail soon too, if I didn’t find a way to cover our tracks away from the quarry.

I needed to be able to rely on every member of my family, all the way down to the littlest goblin boy. I also needed to come up with a better way of training them in the first place so they didn’t butcher all my livestock by the time they were two months old. But until one or both of those things happened, I couldn’t afford to have any more sons with Nika. It was too much of a risk for our family.

“No,” Nika repeated, but now she seemed to be talking to herself. “Ken Jewell says no. No more sons until our sons behave like good soldiers and half-humans, not just half-goblins. No more baby making. No more warm gooey seed filling every part of me until I overflow. No? No!”

Nika jumped to her feet on the last word, but her look of sadness had transformed into a hard mask of cold rage.

I instinctively leaned ever so slightly away from her, just in case.

“Uh, you feeling okay, Nika?” I asked. “I’ve never seen you mad like this.”

“Do not worry, Ken Jewell,” Nika said quietly, and her strangely sober tone unnerved me even more. “I will handle our sons.”

“Are you… sure you’re okay?” I asked her again. “You seem pretty upset.”

“I am not upset,” Nika replied, even though her clenched jaw and rage-filled emerald eyes suggested otherwise. “I just feel very… serious.”

I didn’t know how she managed to make the word ‘serious’ sound like such a threat, but my goblin wife tightened her fists and puffed out her glorious chest.

“I will take care of the boys,” Nika said. “Just wait until you get back from Hamstead, Ken Jewell. You will like what I do with them, you will see.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” I chuckled.

“Then you will see it very soon,” Nika promised and then pounded one fist against her open palm like she was imitating Akana.

I raised my eyebrows as I watched my goblin wife stalk out of the house like a woman on a mission. Then I got my ass in gear and hurried after her, but she didn’t say anything to our sons when we joined them at the wall. She didn’t even speak to them when she started working, and every time I glanced over at her, she seemed to be muttering to herself or wrinkling her forehead like she was trying to solve an impossible math problem without a calculator.

After I worked on the wall for a few hours with my family, I decided it was probably time to head to Hamstead. If everything went well, I wouldn’t be back until at least midnight, but I felt well-rested enough to take on the job.

My family gathered around the drawbridge when I told them I was about to leave. Nika handed me a basket of strawberry muffins that Matilda had made that morning, and she included some beef jerky and a giant jar of lemonade as a snack for the road.

I had my M17 hidden under my cloak like usual, along with my buck knife. I would strap my axe to the underside of the driver’s seat in case I ran into any trouble in town, but if that happened, I would probably just use my M17 to get as far away as fast as I could. Still, I hoped it wouldn’t come to that. I had been in this world for well over a year now and had only used twenty-one bullets so far, and I was proud of that fact. But this meant I only had thirty bullets left, so I would really have to make sure I saved them for absolute emergencies.

“Are you sure you don’t want to take anybody with you, Daddy?” Abby asked.

“Sorry, sweetie,” I replied. “I thought about it, but this needs to be a solo mission. It’s gonna be really dangerous, and the villagers are already gonna be really amped up about the sacrifice they have planned in the morning. I can’t risk them catching any of you.”

“What about Da?” Sawsaw frowned.

“Don’t worry, buddy,” I said. “I won’t let them catch me.”

“Sawsaw could sneak,” my oldest son suggested.

“It would be way too long for you to have to stay in sneak mode,” I answered. “I’ll be as quick and as careful as I can, but I have to do this alone.”

“You are right,” Calli agreed. “It will also be easier to make love to the dryad if you are alone.”

“That’s only if she agrees to come home with me,” I said. “She might want to go back to her own people, and it’s okay if she chooses that. I just don’t want the villagers to barbecue her tomorrow morning.”

“She will not choose to go home,” Ruby said. “She’ll renounce her whole fucking family if it means she gets to climb the tallest and thickest and strongest tree she’s ever seen.”

“I believe the small dwarf is referring to your penis,” Khara announced.

“I think we got that,” I groaned and covered my eyes. “Khara, did you get that sample for me that I asked about?”

“Yes, I have gathered two samples for you,” the brunette orc replied as she pulled out two glass vials from her belt.

They were some of the vials we had used to measure the different ingredients of our black powder to make sure we didn’t accidentally get the wrong proportion and blow ourselves up. There should still be enough vials left to use when we made more powder tomorrow, and I was glad Khara had found a container for her sample. But when I took the two vials from her, I saw that the contents of one of them was dark red instead of clear.

“Khara,” I said carefully, “why is only one of these vials filled with sweat but the other one is filled with blood?”

“It is to help Elvira create a perfume from my essence.” Khara shrugged. “If my sweat is not enough to work with, then my blood should be.”

“I can’t just hand over a vial of orc blood to a sweet old lady,” I said.

“She doesn’t have to know it’s orc blood,” Calli pointed out.

“I can’t hand over any kind of blood to her,” I argued. “That’s a weird thing for a human to do unless you’re at the doctor.”

“Isn’t an alchemist kind of like a doctor?” Ruby asked.

“Not that kind of doctor,” I muttered. “Also, how did you get all this blood?”

“From my veins,” Khara said with an arched eyebrow. “Isn’t that where human blood comes from?”

“I wrapped it up tight with some of my salve, so it is already healing,” Calli said as she patted a small bandage on Khara’s forearm. “We have everything under control here, my love.”

“Okay,” I sighed. “I guess I’ll take the blood, but I’m not giving it to Elvira. If she can’t create a perfume from your sweat, then we’ll have to go back to the drawing board and come up with a new plan.”

“Abby has told me that Elvira’s shop is full of the most wonderful potions,” Calli said. “I’m sure she will be able to make a perfume from Khara’s sweat. Then we will use it to make a lovely trail for the orcs to follow all the way to the castle, and our enemies will destroy each other!”

“That’s the plan,” I chuckled. “I’m gonna go hitch Charlie up to the wagon, but you can all go back to work on the wall if you want. I’ll be back as soon as I can, but it might not be until after midnight or even later.”

“We will keep watch for you, Daddy,” the little goblin girl said. “I have very sharp eyesight and a very loud voice, so if there is any trouble, I will raise the alarm.”

“Thanks, princess,” I said as Sawsaw proudly ruffled his baby sister’s curls.

After I kissed my wives goodbye and told my children to be good, I headed to the pasture to hitch up Charlie to the wagon. I knew Markus or Maximus would have done this for me in a heartbeat, but sometimes, I still liked to do it myself. It calmed my nerves about everything I had to do today, and I took my time getting Charlie prepped for departure.

When I finally hopped up in the driver’s seat and drove him toward the drawbridge, I looked over to give a final glance at the wall construction. Khara, Ruby, Calli, Sawsaw, and my three daughters were all working on the wall alongside Matilda, but Nika and the rest of my goblin sons were nowhere to be seen.

Then I heard a sharp whistle.

I immediately looked over to the right and had to fight the urge to laugh.

All the gobs except for Sawsaw were lined up in a neat row with their shoulders back and their chins up like they were standing at attention. As they all tried their hardest to stay still, Nika stalked up and down the line in front of them with her hands clasped behind her back. She had on her usual white tank top and short shorts, but the green-skinned woman now also wore my Army jacket and my patrol cap that rested a little lopsided on top of her candy-red hair.

“Listen up, and listen good!” Nika shouted like a drill sergeant. “You’re in Nika’s squadron now, and the only way out is death! Are you ready to die?”

The gobs all glanced at each other like they weren’t sure how to answer that question, but Nika quickly answered it for them.

“The only acceptable answer is ‘ma’am, no ma’am!’” Nika yelled. “So, are you ready to die?”

“Ma, no Ma?” Shitter and Canigo tried out the phrase together, but the rest of the gobs only managed one of the syllables.

“If you’re not prepared to die, you better be prepared to sweat!” Nika kept marching up and down the line of six gobs. “You will do what I say when I say it, and there will be no breaks and no snacks until I say so! And no sheep!”

“No sheep?” Shitter looked crushed. “But, Ma…”

“No sheep!” Nika repeated. “You are going to work and work and drill and drill until I am satisfied! Do you understand?”

“Yes, Ma?” Canigo asked.

“Bye, Da!” Timber broke ranks to wave enthusiastically as I guided Charlie toward the drawbridge.

Nika glanced over her shoulder and then gave me an excited wave, too. She looked so damn cute in my patrol cap, but I couldn’t imagine that her interest in whipping the boys into shape would last longer than a few hours. My goblin wife would probably get bored pretty soon, or cave to her darling sons’ pouting, and then we’d be right back to square one with our sons. Even if that did mean no more baby making with Nika.

“Have fun,” I snickered as I shook my head.

“Do not worry, Ken Jewell!” Nika called. “I am handling this! I’ll whip our boys into shape. You will be impregnating me again soon! You will like it! You will see!”

Blink muttered something I couldn’t hear. Fetch giggled beside him, and his giggle made Burp cackle, too. Almost as soon as the laughter started, Nika whirled back toward the line of goblin boys, whipped off one of her sandals, and hurled it at Fetch.

She threw it hard enough to knock him upside the head so he stumbled into Burp.

“Holy shit,” I muttered as I turned all the way around in my seat.

Both boys struggled to stand upright and fall back in line, but Nika was already moving on to the gob who had caused the problem in the first place. The goblin woman had her other sandal in her hand now, and she used it to just start beating the shit out of Blink.

“There will be no back talk in Nika’s squadron!” my goblin wife shouted as she slapped the sandal into Blink’s shoulder. “No sasses! No smart asses!”

“Maaa!” Blink protested as he tried to guard himself against her blows.

“I’m not your Ma right now, soldier!” Nika stopped beating him so she could point her sandal at the rest of the gobs like a gun. “I’m Major Sergeant General Captain Nika, and don’t you forget it!”

I smirked and tried to keep a straight face at my goblin wife’s antics, but it was hard when she glanced back over her shoulder and gave me another excited wave.

“See you soon, Ken Jewell!” Nika giggled. “Bring back a beautiful new dryad wife, please!”

“I’ll do my best,” I said, and as I drove Charlie over the drawbridge, I heard Nika go back to yelling and slapping the gobs to get them into fighting shape.

Maybe she really was taking the situation with our sons seriously. Either way, I wouldn’t find out until I got back tonight because right now, I had a dryad to save.

Oh, and a whole mess of villagers to piss the fuck off.
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Chapter 12

It was late afternoon by the time I showed up at Elvira’s shop. I had kept a steady pace on the road north, but when I spotted a large dust cloud up ahead, I had a bad feeling. I took Charlie down a side road and waited in a clearing of trees for the other party to pass by.

A group of twenty soldiers on horseback were the ones kicking up the cloud of dust, and I waited until they were well out of sight before I took to the main road again. I wasn’t sure what so many soldiers were doing on the road to Buckshire, or who they belonged to, but I was pretty sure they were wearing different colors than the duke’s men did.

Maybe these soldiers belonged to the king and were headed to an outpost somewhere to the south. Or maybe they did belong to the duke, and his territory extended further than I knew. I would have to try and get my hands on a map at some point, just so I could have a better understanding of all the territories and resources of the surface world.

When I finally made it to Elvira’s place, I tied Charlie up outside like usual, gave him an apple to munch on while he waited, and slipped inside the alchemist’s shop. The old woman was with another customer, but she smiled when she saw me come in.

“I’ll be with you in just a minute, Doctor Frankenstein,” Elvira said.

“No rush,” I replied as I hurried to the far side of the store so it would be harder for her customer to see me.

I was used to coming to town and making myself as invisible as possible to the villagers here, but I wasn’t so comfortable with it that I forgot the danger it always posed. I still heard rumors about Ken Jewell the Monster Lover in different shops or pubs I visited, and even if the number of people talking about me had gone down, the wildness of the stories had definitely gone up.

The last rumor I heard was that I was supposed to be living at the top of a mountain far to the north, where I regularly summoned lightning bolts that I planned to use to destroy the Holy Twins. I was also a fan of the rumor I heard before that, where I had retreated to a far corner of the underdark and was living on a diet of worms as punishment for defying the natural order of this world.

Most of the rumors were like that. They either made me sound terrifyingly powerful and menacing, or they made me sound like I had been soundly beaten and sent crawling away to where I could never trouble the blissful world of humans again. The first kind of rumor was usually repeated by bounty hunters or men who were trying to impress each other with their claims that they could hunt me down single-handed. The second kind of rumor was more common among the rest of the villagers, who mostly wanted to live in peace without the constant terror that they might be attacked by a fearsome monster lover and his army of monster women.

They would really flip their shit if they knew about my kids.

I turned to examine a row of green bottles so I could hide the smirk that crossed my face. I didn’t mind hearing the villagers talk like this, and I didn’t particularly care what they said about me, as long as they never figured out who I was. But since there were a number of other people who drove into Hamstead from their homes all across the countryside, this made it easier to blend in with the rest of the farmers and pass myself off as just another face in the crowd.

The shop door closed behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and noticed an oddly-shaped bundle on the floor beside the door. It was clearly some kind of bag like a miner’s pack since it had shoulder straps, but everything inside it was wrapped in a thick blanket, except for one shovel that was sticking out of an untucked corner. Since it didn’t seem to be hiding a person though, I turned around to face Elvira now that the other customer was gone.

The old woman was smiling, but she seemed especially hunched over today, so I crossed the distance between us quickly before she had to walk back across the shop herself.

“Did you miss me already?” Elvira teased as she tucked a stray gray hair back into her tight bun. “I hope there wasn’t any problem with the sulfur or saltpeter yesterday.”

“Not at all.” I smiled. “Maybe I just wanted to see you again and thank you for that perfume. My wives are over the moon about it.”

“I told you they’d like it,” Elvira replied. “I’m glad someone is finally getting to use it. Otherwise, I was about to write it off as a loss and use it myself.”

“You should have used it if you wanted to,” I said.

“I may be old, but I’m no fool,” Elvira chuckled. “That perfume was made for someone about forty years younger than me. I’m only happy that you’re the one who purchased it, since I imagine you attract only the most beautiful and generous-hearted wives.”

“What makes you think my wives are all generous and beautiful?” I laughed.

“I have a mirror in the back if you need a reminder,” the old alchemist said with a wink. “You’re a handsome man, my friend, and you’re so kindhearted yourself that I know your wives must be, too.”

“You’re not wrong,” I snickered.

“But what can I do for you?” Elvira asked. “I know it’s gotta be quite a trip for you to come to town, so you must need something more than just a little chat with an old woman.”

“The saltpeter and sulfur are great,” I said quickly. “So don’t worry, there’s nothing wrong with your wares. I actually came back to ask you about the perfume.”

“If you’re gonna ask me where I found the unicorn, I’m afraid that’s a trade secret,” Elvira warned.

“No, you can keep your secrets,” I told her. “I actually wanted to ask if you could make a perfumed essence like that from anything. From any kind of substance, I mean.”

“As long as the substance came from a living thing, then yes,” Elvira answered. “Theoretically, I could make a perfume out of anything.”

“Then I have a big favor to ask you,” I said. “And it’s gonna sound a little weird when I say it.”

“I’m an alchemist,” Elvira said as she leaned forward on the counter. “Trust me, I’ve heard everything from people asking me to turn their husbands into frogs, all the way to people thinking I can turn rusted nails into gold necklaces.”

“When you put it like that, this doesn’t sound so weird.” I pulled out the vial of Khara’s sweat but was careful to keep the vial of blood hidden. “Can you make a perfume from this? It’s, uh, someone’s sweat.”

“Is it yours?” Elvira raised her eyebrows and added more wrinkles to her forehead.

“No,” I answered. “It actually belongs to one of my wives. She’s not as, uh, girly as my other wives so I don’t think the unicorn perfume is her favorite. She prefers her own natural smell, but I thought you might be able to amplify it for her.”

“First, you bought the essence of unicorn, and now you’re asking me to make you a custom perfume for your wife?” Elvira sighed. “Aren’t you just a dream? If you don’t watch out, I may just follow you all the way home and set up shop there.”

“You’re sweet,” I laughed. “So, what do you think? Can you do it?”

Elvira carefully took the vial from me, pulled off the lid, and took a deep sniff. I didn’t think there was any way she could actually smell anything in Khara’s sweat before she distilled it down to a pure essence, but the moment she started talking, she proved that she wasn’t just sniffing the vial of sweat for show.

“Hmm, there’s obviously a lot of salt, but that’s no surprise,” the old alchemist muttered. “I’m getting hints of iron too, almost like the smell of blood. There’s some sweetness too, but it’s very subtle. Like coffee with a little bit of cream, maybe.”

“You can get all that just from smelling her sweat?” I demanded.

“Like I said, I might be old, but my senses are still sharp.” Elvira shrugged. “Half my job is smelling things, so I’ve taken care to make sure my nose stays in good shape. Besides, people’s sweat tells you more than you think. If it’s strong enough, you can sniff out hints of what they eat and drink the most, how well they take care of themselves, that kind of thing.”

“Maybe you should follow me home and set up shop,” I joked. “You’re more impressive than a bloodhound.”

“I doubt that,” Elvira laughed. “But the sample you gave me seems to be a good one. I’ll be able to make a perfume from its essence.”

“That’s great,” I said as a wave of relief washed over me. “How long do you think it will take before it’s ready?”

“Give me about three days,” the old woman replied. “If you come back two days after tomorrow, I should have it ready for you.”

“I can do that,” I answered.

“Oh, wait!” Elvira shook her head. “I’ve gotten mixed up. The High Holy Day festival tomorrow has thrown off my schedule. I have to go to the castle three days from now, so I won’t be here to tend the shop. Can you come back the day after tomorrow instead?”

“But that would only give you two days to make it,” I said. “You said you needed three.”

“Ah, pish posh.” Elvira waved her hand. “I’ll work a little longer tomorrow and make up the difference. I don’t want you to have to wait an extra day, when I could work a little harder and finish it in two days.”

“So you’re not planning to participate in the High Holy Day celebrations tomorrow?” I asked.

“Not this year,” Elvira answered. “The thought of what they’re going to do to that poor monster has turned my stomach, and I can’t imagine celebrating with everyone after they burn her to a crisp.”

“I understand that,” I muttered.

“Besides,” Elvira continued, “like I said, I’m not really much of a religious person myself. As far as I can tell, it’s just more people trying to take money from you and not giving you much back in return, just like the duke, just like the king, just like all the rest of them. I’m not saying I don’t honor the Holy Twins in my own way, you know. I’m not a complete heretic. But I guess I don’t see why I should have to fork over a portion of my income to a man in a robe in order to honor the suns.”

“Fair enough,” I agreed. “But are you sure you wouldn’t mind working on the perfume tomorrow? If you think…”

I trailed off when I heard the clink of metal against metal behind me.

My hand was halfway toward my buck knife by the time I turned around, but I immediately saw that the bundle beside the door had shifted, and the contents must have clanked against each other when it slumped over a little.

“Oh, don’t mind that,” Elvira said. “Those are just my tools and supplies I need to take to the castle.”

“I thought you weren’t going until three days from now,” I said.

“Yes, but I like to have everything ready to go beforehand,” the alchemist replied. “I finished my own work with those tools this morning so I wrapped them all up, and now they’re ready to go. All I have to do now is get the strength to lift them on my back.”

“That bag looks like it weighs double what you do,” I pointed out.

“Oh, don’t worry about me,” Elvira said. “I’ll slide it all into a wheelbarrow to raise it up a little, and then I’ll slip the straps over my back and say a prayer to the Holy Twins.”

“I don’t think I can let you do that.” I crossed my arms. “If you’re going to the trouble of working extra tomorrow so I can get this perfume in two days, then you have to let me make it up to you. Let me carry your things to the castle three days from now.”

“That’s really not necessary,” Elvira said. “It will be fine if--”

“I’m not gonna take ‘no’ for an answer,” I interrupted. “Just tell the soldiers I’m your apprentice or something, and I’ll carry your things inside for you.”

“But--”

“Please, Elvira,” I cut her off again. “You’ve been a good friend to me, and I’d like to do this small thing to pay you back.”

“Well…” Elvira took a deep breath. “I suppose I wouldn’t mind the strong and burly company, if you really wanted to come with me.”

“I really do,” I said. “So, I’ll come back in two days for the perfume, and then I’ll come back the day after that to help you carry everything to the castle for your lessons with the duchess.”

“You’re a true gentleman.” Elvira smiled, and the corners of her eyes crinkled up so much that I almost couldn’t see them. “Thank you.”

“It’s no trouble at all,” I said. “I’ll see you the day after tomorrow, but take care of yourself until then. And save any more of your heavy lifting for the next time I see you!”

Elvira seemed to be struggling for words, so she just waved me away with another smile. After I left the shop and returned to Charlie, I fed him another few apples to thank him for waiting and thought about how lucky I was that I met the old alchemist. She was a good friend, but she was also turning out to be quite useful.

Of course, I wasn’t going to tell Elvira this, but the opportunity of getting inside the duke’s keep was more than worth the few hours it would take to carry her supplies to and from the castle. This might actually work out even better than I planned. If I could get inside the castle, I could take a look around and get to know my enemy even better. And more importantly, I could take Khara’s perfume with me and plant the scent all around the inside of the duke’s castle.

Then the orcs would be sure to believe that Khara had been captured by the humans, especially if we also left a trail from the quarry to the castle walls. They would storm the castle in a rage to get her back so they could kill her, and hopefully our two enemies would destroy each other in the following battle.

And if I could help my friend save her old back some pain in the process, then that was even better.

After Charlie finished eating his apples, I glanced at the suns to see how much time was left before it grew dark. I guessed I had another hour to kill before it became twilight, and then it would be another few hours before the second sun went down.

I would have come to Hamstead later in the day so I didn’t have to wait around as much, but most shops in Hamstead seemed to close around the time the first sun set. Pubs and restaurants stayed open at least until second sunset, sometimes a little longer, and that was the best place I could think of to pass the time.

It would give me a chance to finalize my plans for my rescue mission, and I could do with a solid meal before I used up all my energy trying to break a dryad out of the town jail. Nika’s road snacks had been delicious, but I’d plowed through them about an hour after I left home.

I drove Charlie slowly down the road toward a pub I had noticed earlier. It seemed like one of the more respectable places in Hamstead, and I hoped I could eat there without drawing too much attention to myself. I’d have to knock back a few drinks to keep up appearances, but I’d always been able to hold my liquor, and the ale of the villagers tasted like it had a pretty low alcohol content anyway.

Nobody paid much attention to me while I ate my food in the pub. I sat in the back corner so no one could approach without me seeing them first, but I kept myself as hidden in the shadows as possible. This was a nicer restaurant than some of the places I’d been inside of, and no one bothered me or even seemed to give me much of a second glance. There were mostly middle-aged or older couples, but no bounty hunters as far as I could tell.

Still, I didn’t let my guard down, especially when most of the customers started to leave all at the same time. My knife and gun were both within easy reach, and I figured I could make it out the front door in under ten seconds to reach my axe in the wagon.

Fifteen seconds, if anybody tried to stop me on the way.

But everybody just kept heading out the door until the workers were the only ones left in the pub. They were scrubbing the bar and glancing at the front window, like any minute now, a horde of werewolves might rip apart the bars over the window with their paws and then hurtle inside to kill us all.

“Will you need anything else, sir?” the waitress asked when she suddenly appeared at my elbow.

“Does everybody usually clear out so early?” I asked.

“That’s on account of the darkness, sir,” the waitress whispered, and she looked at me like this was obvious. “Nobody wants to be caught out of doors after the second sun sets. Because of, uh, you know… monsters.”

“Has that much time really passed?” I asked with a glance at the twilight visible through the front window. “I thought I still had a few hours before second sunset.”

“You do, sir,” the waitress replied. “But they say Ken Jewell likes to strike right before darkness falls, and none of us here want to be caught by him. We’d rather scurry on home and be safely locked up well before dark.”

I wanted to tell the wide-eyed waitress that if orcs, goblins, kobolds, or any other creature of the underdark wanted to bust down her door, a neat little lock wasn’t going to stop them. Hell, if Crazy Ken, the Monster Lover of Mer Bay, wanted to break down the door, a locked door wouldn’t hold him back, either. But she was young and scared, and there was no reason to terrify her any more.

“I didn’t know that,” I said. “I’d best get on home myself so you all can lock up and head that way before it’s too dark.”

“Th-thank you, sir!” the waitress gushed.

I gave her a nice tip and left. On my way out the door, I heard the other workers whisper prayers of thanks to the Holy Twins that they would be able to lock up and hurry home, and I shook my head as I reached Charlie. There were still a few hours of in-between light before darkness completely swallowed the town, but it looked like I would have to pass the time somewhere else.

But since I also didn’t want to draw attention to myself by being the only person on the street as it got darker, my options were pretty limited. I thought about hitching Charlie up at the edge of town and just skulking around the alleys until it was dark enough to spring the dryad from the jail, but it was never a good look for a stranger to linger in alleys as night fell, and I wanted to avoid anything that might delay my rescue mission.

Then I remembered there was one place that was definitely still open for business even after dark.

When I pulled up to Penelope’s brothel, it sounded much more crowded than it had during my first visit. Shrieks and giggles floated down from the windows, along with a number of other noises, and at least half a dozen horses were tied up out front. It wasn’t exactly my kind of scene, but I only needed to wait here until the second sun went down and it was safe to bust the dryad out of jail. Otherwise, she’d burst into flames anyway.

“You were just here.” The burly female bouncer said when I reached the door. “Penelope liked you.”

“Did she?” I asked.

“Penelope doesn’t like anybody,” the muscular woman replied. “Not really. But she liked you.”

“Then could I see her?” I asked.

“As long as you have money.” The bouncer shrugged. “Wait here.”

I waited just inside the doorway while the bouncer talked to another girl, and when the other girl came back a few minutes later, the muscular bouncer nodded.

“You can go up now, if you remember the way,” she said.

I nodded my thanks and hurried through the hallways. When I reached the blue-eyed woman’s bedroom, I knocked, and a low, throaty laugh sounded.

“He even knocks before he comes in!” Penelope snickered from the other side of the door. “What a gentleman. Come in, please.”

The black-haired woman was dressed in a long, silky black skirt with a single slit up her milky thigh and a blue corset that matched her eyes. Her dark hair tumbled in loose waves down the front of her shoulders, but it wasn’t quite long enough to cover her nipples that peeked through the thin fabric of the corset.

“I knew you’d miss my tits before too long,” the woman teased.

“I couldn’t stay away from them,” I laughed and shut the door behind me.

“What can I do for you?” Penelope asked. “I would offer you the usual, but you don’t strike me as the type who frequents brothels all that often.”

“I’m not really,” I replied.

“Why? Would your wives mind?” Penelope asked.

“Probably not at all,” I chuckled. “But I guess you could call me a little old-fashioned. I like to feel a connection to somebody before we make love.”

“And you don’t feel that connection with anybody but your wives?” Penelope fluttered her dark lashes, but I knew she was only teasing. “That’s alright, Mr. Monster Lover. I can tell you’re an upstanding family man. You haven’t glanced down at my chest even once. You can if you want to, though.”

“I appreciate that.” I smirked. “But don’t worry, I will pay you for your time. I don’t want you to lose any income on my account.”

“So why are you here, then?” Penelope asked as she led us to a pair of chairs beside the window. “It’s about to be dark, and from what I hear, that’s the time when Crazy Ken and his army of monsters come out to terrorize the villages and fart lightning bolts out of their asses to set country barns on fire.”

“That’s a good one!” I grinned and sat down. “I haven’t heard that one before.”

“It’s one of my favorites,” Penelope said. “Oh! So is the one about how you slide down chimneys at night and steal children to feed your giant werewolf that you ride like a horse.”

“Talk about your reversed Santa Claus,” I muttered under my breath so that she wouldn’t get confused by the reference.

“Wait, I thought of another one!” the blue-eyed woman laughed like she had already told me the punch line. “I heard someone in the village yesterday talking about how they saw you emerge from a sewer grate, and you were talking to all the rats in the sewer and sending them into the village to do your bidding!”

“And they just let me do it?” I snickered. “They didn’t even have the decency to call the authorities?”

“You were too fast.” Penelope winked. “But really, what brings you to Hamstead so late?”

“Honestly?” I sighed. “I’m here to cause some trouble, but I’d hate to involve you.”

“Wouldn’t you say I’m already involved?” Penelope leaned forward in her seat so she could walk her fingers playfully down my chest. “If we’re not going to do anything fun while you’re here, we might as well talk about something fun.”

“I’m going to free the dryad from the jail so they don’t burn her alive tomorrow morning,” I said in a casual tone. “Now, don’t you wish I hadn’t said anything?”

“Ohhh, you really are here to cause trouble.” Penelope’s blue eyes went wide, but she smiled instead of looking terrified. “So you actually do love monsters, don’t you?”

“Some of them aren’t monsters once you get to know them,” I said. “Sure, maybe some of them are, but that’s true for humans too, don’t you think?”

“Someone in my profession knows that too well,” Penelope replied. “So let me ask you two questions. One, is the dryad going to eat us all once you set her free?”

“No,” I said firmly. “I wouldn’t let that happen. I just want to get her out of the village so she can safely go back to the underdark, and I’ll make sure she doesn’t cause any destruction along the way.”

“Okay.” The blue-eyed woman nodded. “Then my second question is how exactly do you intend to break her out of the jail? Unless you plan to kill all the guards in the process.”

“I don’t want to kill anybody if I don’t have to,” I said. “But I can’t let them cook a woman just because they think it’ll make the crops grow or some shit.”

“They don’t give a fuck about the crops,” Penelope spat. “They only care about the little power trip this gives them.”

“I figured,” I muttered. “I’m gonna try to distract the guards and get them all out of the jail, and then I’ll run in there super fast, grab the dryad, and then hustle us both out of there. I have my horse and wagon with me, so we’ll try to get out of town as fast as possible.”

“You’re very sweet to try and save this monster you don’t even know,” the black-haired woman said. “But would you mind if I pointed out a few flaws in your plan?”

“Be my guest,” I said.

“The guards are very proud of their posts at the jail,” Penelope said. “They think it makes them better than everyone else. So, it would take a lot to make them leave their posts. We’re talking about a massive fire or a murder happening right outside their doors. Something along those lines. What was your plan to distract them?”

“I hadn’t gotten that far yet,” I admitted. “I was thinking I could just make a lot of noise or yell that there was a fire.”

“That won’t be enough.” Penelope shook her head. “Also, I might come running if I heard your deep and sexy voice shouting for help, but if there’s one thing I know about the village idiots at the jail, it’s that they wouldn’t care if a man yelled that he was getting murdered. They’d shrug and deal with it in the morning.”

“I would say that I could actually set a fire, but I think that might cause more damage than I mean to,” I said. “So, any suggestions? Or should I just improvise?”

“I have one suggestion,” the black-haired woman said with a sly smile. “But you’d have to pay me for an extra hour.”

“I’m listening,” I answered.

“It’s easy,” Penelope said. “I’m a fantastic screamer. I get close enough to the jail to scream that Ken Jewell is attacking me, and even though those fools at the jail are cowards, they won’t be able to pass up the chance to snag a thousand gold themselves or to help a beautiful woman.”

“How will they know you’re beautiful just from your scream?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Trust me, I even scream pretty.” Penelope winked. “Then they’ll all come running, and you can run inside, bar the door, and hopefully save your new monster friend by the time they get back.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I really appreciate your offer to help,” I said. “But why would you help me do this?”

“You said you’d pay me, right?” the blue-eyed woman asked. “It’s a paying job, and I wouldn’t mind something a little different. I get bored of the same old thing day after day.”

“And you’re not interested in the thousand gold reward yourself?” I asked.

“The way I see it is that if I keep helping you, then I’ll keep getting paid by you,” she answered. “And it won’t take long for your payments to me to equal more than a one-time payment of a thousand gold.”

“Ah, you’re in this for the long game,” I chuckled.

“The long game always pays off.” Penelope shrugged. “You’ve already paid me more than-- well, I won’t tell you how much compared to what I normally rake in, since I would hate for you to lower your payments. Let’s just say, I think I’m making an excellent business decision.”

“So you’re just in it for the money?” I asked.

“Maybe.” Penelope held my gaze like she was trying to stare straight through to my soul, but she finally glanced out the window. “What do you say?”

I only had to think it over for a second. If Penelope wanted to turn me in, there had been plenty of chances for her to do it already. I didn’t mind paying her to help me out, especially if her help would actually get me inside the jail without having to kill anybody.

I would kill a few village guards if I had to, but there was no reason to make a mess unless I was forced to.

“I’m up for it if you are,” I told her with a grin.

While we waited for the second sun to set, Penelope showed me a place I could tie up Charlie in an alley at the edge of town. It was behind an abandoned shop that hadn’t been torn down or bought by a new business yet, and no people or homes were anywhere close to it, so I didn’t have to worry about privacy. It was also a straight shot to get back on the main road leading south. As soon as I freed the dryad, I could lead her here and then drive out of town as fast as possible.

I paid Penelope’s fee for the time we were spending together, and she hid the coins while I waited in the hallway outside. Then, when Hamstead was finally covered in darkness, Penelope and I snuck back out of the brothel.

I memorized the layout of the streets as we moved through them so I could take the fastest route to Charlie at the edge of town. We kept to the shadows as we approached the jail from the side, and when we got close to the structure, I grabbed her arm so I could stop and study the building for a minute.

We stood at the end of a T-intersection now, but the jail was a standalone structure in the middle of the wide road ahead of us. It was a single story building just like Torrance said, and all the short windows were close to the roof but crossed with thick iron bars. It looked like the only way in or out was the single front door, but that entrance faced the wide road instead of us.

It would be risky to walk right out of the jail with the dryad into the main road, but this whole plan was risky. We would just have to make a run for it once we got clear of the jail.

At least there weren’t many people in the street, though. There were a few street light torches scattered up and down the main road, but they clearly weren’t enough to make people feel comfortable being outside in the darkness. Only a few people hurried back and forth along the main road, but for the most part, it seemed abandoned.

“Okay.” I took a deep breath. “I’m gonna move to the opposite side of the road so I have a clear view of the jail door. I’ll hide under the awning of that building and wait for you to scream, and then as soon as the guards come running, I’ll sprint to the jail.”

“I’ll stall them as long as I can,” Penelope said. “I won’t be able to keep them occupied for long, but I’ll keep them talking for a few minutes.”

“How are you gonna do that?” I asked.

“I have my ways,” the black-haired woman laughed. “Actually, I’m just going to tell them that the fearsome Ken Jewell attacked me, and if that doesn’t make them hang on my every word, then I don’t know what will.”

“And you think they’ll believe you?” I asked.

“One hundred percent,” Penelope answered, and then she pulled out a dagger from the folds of her dress. “I’ll even show them proof.”

“Oh, I get it,” I whispered as I stared at the dagger. “You’re crazy.”

“You have no idea.” Penelope blew me a kiss, and then she pressed her dagger against the base of her own throat.

She dragged the blade across her skin, but she was careful to keep the pressure light enough that it looked worse than it actually was. When bright blood started to trickle down her pale skin, she motioned for me to cross the street and get in position.

Then I hurried across the street and slipped into the shadows.

Penelope backed up a few feet so she stood right at the beginning of an alley she could lead the guards down. She waited until I gave her the signal that I was ready, and then she took such a deep breath that I could see her chest rise from across the road.

“Noooo!” Penelope’s scream was so loud that I thought everyone in a three-block radius might come running. “Please don’t feed me to your monsters, Ken Jewell! Help, somebody, please!”

She gave another terrific scream, and I’d be damned if she wasn’t right. She really was a fantastic screamer. And I couldn’t help thinking she’d make a hell of a lot more money working in the slasher film industry back on Earth than she did as a prostitute here. Penelope gave me a quick wink when she stopped screaming long enough to take another deep breath, and then she disappeared down the alley so she could lead the guards out of sight.

Sure enough, the jail door flew open by the time she delivered her third scream, and ten guards streamed out toward the sound of the woman’s terrified shriek.

That was double the amount of guards Torrance said there should be. They must have really been worried that their prisoner might escape before they could sacrifice her, but at least they’d all fallen for Penelope’s trick.

The moment the guards disappeared around the corner, I sprinted toward the jail door. I shut it quietly behind me and bolted it in place so they couldn’t sneak back in while I was in the cellar, and then I turned to look at the jail itself.

I was standing in the main office. It was a twelve by twelve foot room with desks, chairs, and sloppy papers scattered everywhere. A single hallway extended from the back of the office into the rest of the jail, and I could see the bars of the first few cells from here. I didn’t hear any noises from the cells, so I guessed they were probably empty, but even if they weren’t, my only interest was in the cellar door right in the middle of the office floor.

It was a trapdoor with a single grate cut out in the middle of the wood. There was a thick panel of wood that could slide back and forth over the grate, and it was open right now, so I could see the glow of torches from beneath the floor.

There was no time to waste. I pulled up the trapdoor, let it thud against the ground, and immediately started climbing down the wooden ladder. The ladder faced the wall of the cellar, so I couldn’t see anything behind me until I reached the bottom and spun around to see the prisoner.

As soon as I saw her, white-hot rage flooded my body, and I changed my mind about not wanting to kill the guards unless I had to. Anyone who treated someone like this deserved to be flayed and then eaten alive by a horde of hungry goblins.

The woman was surrounded by a ring of tall torches that had been planted in the dirt floor. Their flames leaped so high that they came within inches of touching her skin, and they burned so brightly that it was hard to see her clearly through their golden haze.

I could only tell that she was chained to the floor by her ankles. She was crouched low in the middle of the ring of fire to try and avoid the flames, and her face was hidden by her knees.

“You’re not one of the guards,” the dryad said in a low voice without moving.

“No, I’m not,” I replied, and even though we were pressed for time, I couldn’t resist using one of my favorite lines. “I’m Ken Jewell. I’m here to rescue you.”
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Chapter 13

“You are the monster lover?” The dryad raised her head a little, and the torchlight reflected off her dark skin. “I’ve heard the guards talk about you.”

“That’s right,” I said. “Are you hurt?”

“Not badly,” the woman replied. “But I cannot move. Fire is the one thing that can hurt me, and I am so weak right now that if the flames even touch me, I would burn to death in seconds.”

“Then hang on,” I growled.

I hadn’t noticed any keys when I entered the jail, and I guessed one of the guards probably had them on his belt. I would just have to break her chains the old-fashioned way, but I needed to clear away some of this fire first.

I pulled three torches up from the ground and threw them to the side so they would sputter out against the dirt. It left enough of a clear path that I could enter the ring of flames, and then I knelt beside the dryad to help free her from her chains.

The moment I knelt beside her, I damn near forgot my own name, and I definitely forgot all about the fire, the jail, and the guards who could be back any minute now. All I could think about was the woman in front of me.

The dryad had dark brown skin that was so smooth it looked like a dark river in the light of the torches. Her hair was the color of green moss, and it surrounded her face like a tightly coiled cloud. Every time she inhaled, her kinky hair bobbed and swayed, like each strand was breathing on its own.

But her big, dark eyes were what really made me pause. They were the same dark brown shade as her skin, and she gazed at me in such silent intensity that I finally had to shake my head to break her gaze and focus on the mission.

“Sorry, let me just look at your chains,” I said. “I should be able to pick the lock if--”

“I can break them,” the dryad interrupted. “I just need to borrow a little of your strength.”

“How do you do that?” I asked.

The dryad grasped my face and leaned so close that her moss-colored hair brushed against my forehead like gentle fingers. Her dark lips hovered only an inch away from mine, but she didn’t kiss me. She started to inhale instead, and as she breathed in, my head began to spin like I was tipsy, and the cellar around me grew a little blurry.

Her dark brown eyes blazed with intensity as she inhaled my breath, and when she released me a few seconds later, I fell on my ass and waited for the room to get less fuzzy.

“Thank you,” the dryad whispered.

“Uh… you’re welcome?” I slurred a bit.

When my vision came back into focus a few seconds later, I saw that green veins seemed to be shimmering beneath the dryad’s dark skin. It looked like emerald light reflecting off a dark ocean, and she pushed herself to stand carefully in the middle of the ring of fire.

She was wearing nothing but a short dark green dress that was ripped in half a dozen places and stained with dark green splotches in half a dozen more. But even though the dress had seen better days, it couldn’t distract from her slender figure or the perfect curves underneath the fabric.

After the dryad pulled me to my feet to join her, she closed her eyes, and the muscles in her calves tensed like she was about to start the hundred-meter dash. She went up onto her toes as her calf muscles tightened even more, and when she slammed her heels back to the ground, it sounded like low thunder deep underground.

Her calf muscles rippled, doubled in size, and snapped the chains around her ankles.

The metal clanked against the ground as her calves returned to their normal slender size, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the broken chains. If this woman had just broken metal chains by basically flexing her muscles, I wondered how much else I didn’t know about dryads.

“How did you do that?” I stared at the broken chains.

“I see that you have never met a dryad before.” The woman smiled as her skin stopped shimmering with green light. “My muscles can be very, very strong if I have enough food. I’m admittedly underfed at the moment, but I’m happy with what I could manage.”

“Yeah, still strong enough to break chains, apparently.” I held out my hand. “That was impressive as hell, but as much as I’d like to ask you more about your powers, are you ready to get out of here?”

“I would not have been able to break my chains without you,” the dryad said seriously. “But yes, please take me away from here.”

The moment the woman put her hand in mine, a tingle of electricity seemed to shiver up my arm. I wrote it off as nerves and pulled her toward the ladder. As soon as we were safely past the ring of fire, she seemed to grow more confident, but I hurried up the ladder first to make sure no guards were waiting for us at the top.

The office was still empty, so I helped pull the dryad up when I reached the top. I closed the trapdoor and hoped the guards wouldn’t catch wind of their prisoner’s escape until we were far away, and then I pushed open the jail door.

Right into the stomach of a returning guard.

I immediately danced backward so I would draw the fight inside the jail instead of out in the middle of the street. I pulled the dryad behind me, drew my buck knife, and planned my first attack while the ten jail guards all spilled back into the office and then, like idiots, shut the door behind them.

Now no one outside would be able to see me slit their throats.

“Evening, gentlemen,” I said as my gaze swiftly flicked between them all to assess what I was up against. “Would you mind stepping out of our way? We’ve got places to go, and I don’t think you’d like to tangle with someone who can shoot lightning bolts out of his ass.”

The guards all looked like they might be sick for a second as they realized what was happening, but then greed took over their common sense.

“Ken Jewell, as I live and breathe,” one of the men whispered.

“You won’t be living or breathing for much longer,” I snickered.

“You’re not going anywhere now,” another man snarled. “You or that bitch behind you.”

“So it wasn’t enough that you attacked one of our own women?” one of the guards sneered. “You decided you needed more, and you thought you’d come try out our prisoner?”

“He isn’t called a monster lover for nothing,” another guard scoffed.

I was relieved that it sounded like they still bought Penelope’s story that I had attacked her. I would have hated it if she got into any trouble on my account, even if the guards had come back a little earlier than I hoped.

But now, at least they would get to pay for whatever hell they had put the dryad woman through.

“What are you gonna do, attack all ten of us?” the first guard laughed. “Like you could ever--”

I didn’t let him finish his taunt. I pulled my right arm back, lunged forward with my left foot, and swung my fist toward his ugly face. He danced to his right to avoid the blow, but that put him exactly where I wanted him, since I had never intended to punch him in the first place.

I only wanted him at a slightly better angle to meet my knife.

The buck knife slipped in between his ribs, and since he didn’t have any armor, the blade dug through his muscles all the way into his right lung. It gave a satisfying little pop when the man opened his mouth to try and gasp some extra air into his left lung, and I ripped the knife forward so the serrated edge could saw through his flesh even more.

Before I could pull out the buck knife from my first opponent, I had to twist my body to the right and slam my right fist into the cheek of a second oncoming guard. My punch spun his head to the side, but even as he tried to pick himself back up and rush me again, a third guard had already stepped forward to replace him.

I blocked his punch with my forearm and headbutted him to buy myself some time. By then, I had torn my blade out of the first guard and let him fall gasping to the ground. I flipped my grip on the blade and thrust it into the stomach of a guard who thought he could sneak up behind me while I was distracted by his friends. My knife sank into his abdomen like it was carving into melted butter, and the rolls of the guard’s stomach folded over both blade and handle before I jerked it out again.

Two guards were down now, and two were stunned, but at least no one had the presence of mind to run out of the jail and call for help.

And I fully intended to keep it that way.

I jammed my elbow into the sternum of a guard on my right so I could try to carve a path toward the door. The man staggered back while he tried to catch his breath, but he tripped over the body of the first guard that I killed. His feet flew out from under him, his skull cracked against the hard jail floor, and a little puddle of blood started to pool under his head.

When I tried to move toward the door again, a guard darted toward me from the left. I didn’t have enough time to flip the grip on my knife again, so I just rocketed the handle of my blade into his throat instead. It wasn’t hard enough to crush his windpipe, and his bear-like arms rose up and pinned me underneath my shoulders so that my arms flailed uselessly above my head.

I knew I could get out of this hold, but I let the guard think he was winning for just a second. It gave me a chance to glance around the room and check on the rest of the men. There were still seven assholes who needed to be eliminated, not just so we could escape but also because they deserved to pay for keeping the dryad a prisoner like they had.

The dryad had her back pressed against the far wall, but she was gently bouncing on the balls of her feet like she was about to take off, and I noticed the floor beneath her feet had fractured in a spiderweb-like pattern.

“Just stay back!” I told the dryad. “This will be over soon!”

“It most certainly will be,” the dryad hissed, and then she dashed forward straight into the middle of the fight.

“Where do you think you’re going?” one of the jail guards sneered as he caught her by her dense, moss-colored hair.

I went totally limp in the grip of the guard who had grabbed me. The sudden force of my whole body weight on his arms made him sag forward and lose his tight grasp on my shoulders. Then I drove my skull back into his nose, felt it crunch against the back of my head, and slipped out of his arms while his nose spurted like a fire hydrant.

I instantly moved toward the guard who had grabbed the dryad. I could finish off the bastard with the broken nose in a minute, but first, I wanted to cut off the hands of the dickbag who thought he had the right to touch this woman.

The dryad was already way ahead of me.

She had one hand wrapped around her attacker’s neck, but it was only when she smiled at him that he seemed to realize he was in deep shit. His face started to lose its sneer as her fingers tightened their grip on his throat, and then the muscles in her forearm rippled just long enough for her to squeeze her fingers.

She didn’t just snap his neck.

She crushed his throat, and then she kept fucking going.

Her fingers sank into the flesh of his neck. Blood streamed out around her hand, but the dryad kept tightening her grip until her fingers made a fist around the man’s windpipe. Then the woman leaned closer to the man as her cloud of moss-colored hair swayed and danced with the gentle movement. Her lips parted as she inhaled the man’s last dying breath, and her dark skin shimmered with green veins of light.

When she finished inhaling, she ripped out the man’s whole throat and dropped both his crushed trachea and the man’s body to the floor.

“That is much better,” the dryad sighed and licked her lips.

For half a second, nobody moved. The six guards who were still breathing just glanced back and forth between the shimmering dryad and the man whose throat she had literally just ripped out. Even I found myself stunned for a moment as I tried to figure out just how strong this woman was, but I quickly decided we could talk about all of that later.

Right now, there were only six assholes between us and freedom, and I wanted to see just how quickly we could kill them all together.

I bent down and grabbed a baton that looked like a primitive nightstick from one of the fallen guards, who never even got a chance to use it. I brought it up between the legs of the closest man to me, and when he shrieked and clutched his balls, I stabbed my knife into his kidneys and twisted until he stopped screaming.

Two more guards came against me at once, but I lashed out with the baton so hard that I heard the bones in their forearms crack from the force of the blow. Then I kept beating the shit out of them with the heavy baton, and from the corner of my eye, I saw another guard aim his baton at the dryad’s face.

The beautiful green-haired woman shot her hand up into the air and caught the baton before it fell on her. She held it above her head like it weighed nothing, and then her fingers darted forward and gouged themselves into the guard’s eyes.

The man gave such a shriek that it was almost as loud as Penelope’s scream had been earlier. He didn’t get to scream for long, though. Almost as soon as the dryad clawed her fingers into his eyes, she dug them in so deep that it looked like she was about to use his head as a bowling ball.

She took one deep breath that made her skin shimmer with green veins again, and then her other hand shot out to grab another attacking guard by his throat, too. Her fingers completely disappeared inside the first guard’s skull like she was scraping out his brains with her fingernails. Her other hand crushed the second guard’s throat like an empty soda can, and when both guards were completely limp in her arms, the dryad dropped them both and spun back toward me.

I had been so distracted watching the beautiful dryad in action that I hadn’t even paid attention to the two guards I was beating the shit out of. I looked down at them now and saw that I must have accidentally concentrated my blows on one guard after they both crumpled to their knees. The baton had caved in the side of one guard’s skull, but the second man was trying to crawl away between my legs now.

I almost felt bad for him, but then the asshole had to go and open his mouth.

“All for some stupid fucking tree bitch,” the guard gasped as he army crawled away from me.

“It’s better than being some stupid fucking dickless bastard,” I growled, and then I brought the baton down on the back of his skull.

His arms splayed out to the side after my first blow, but my second hit made him go completely still. Even after he stopped moving, I hammered my weapon into his skull like a nail in a coffin just to make sure he was good and gone forever.

Then I looked up to see that there was now only one guard still standing. He didn’t even pause to see if any of his friends were still breathing. He just spun around like a coward and fled toward the door.

I couldn’t let that happen.

My knife spun through the air and buried itself in between his shoulder blades like a toothpick in an olive. His whole back arched, but the cry of surprise that escaped his lips only lasted for a moment before the dryad was on top of him.

She grabbed him from behind and cradled him in her arms like she was going to comfort him. But instead, she just smiled and bent low enough to feel his breath on her face. Then she inhaled until the sparks of light that ran across her skin leaped from strand to strand in her hair too, as if the dryad was a dark cloud shimmering with a storm of green lightning.

When the man went limp in her arms, the dryad dropped him to the ground and turned to face me.

“You’re gonna have to tell me how you do that.” I shook my head. “But let’s make sure everybody’s dead and then get out of here before anyone comes to investigate all those screams.”

We moved from one body to the next to make sure all ten guards were dead with no possibility of resuscitation. When I was confident that they weren’t going to be able to blab about how Crazy Ken broke the dryad out of the jail, I turned to the woman and nodded.

The dryad held her hand out to me this time, and I tucked my knife back into my utility belt. I kept my grip on the baton in case we ran into any trouble in the street, but I gave the woman my left hand. As soon as our fingers touched, it took all of my focus not to get distracted by the fact that my whole body seemed to tingle with electricity.

“Lead the way, Ken Jewell,” the dryad whispered.

I opened the door like I was about to charge into a room full of insurgents, but the streets were still empty. It could have been my imagination, but I swore I could hear the distant tread of feet headed in this direction, and I imagined an angry mob of villagers with pitchforks might appear any minute.

I didn’t wait to see if it was my imagination or reality. I pulled the dryad forward down the shortcut I had memorized earlier, and I silently thanked Penelope as we passed the spot where she had first distracted the guards.

Penelope was nowhere to be seen now, and I hoped this meant she had gotten safely home. She was a smart woman, so as soon as the guards left her, I was sure she’d hurried back to the brothel to avoid any more trouble. And to avoid any more potential interviews with the jail guards.

When I saw the shadow of a couple cast by the lamp light up ahead, I pulled the dryad down a side alley and pressed her into the shadows against the wall. I brought my finger to my lips to tell her to stay quiet, but she didn’t seem to mind.

She hooked her fingers into my belt and pulled me closer until the shadows of the alley completely hid us from view. Then she pushed her hips forward against mine and tilted her head back so our lips were only inches apart. She didn’t breathe in like she did the first time our lips almost touched, but I still felt like my head was spinning. Her scent was intoxicating, like fragrant flowers after a spring rain.

“I think they are gone,” the dryad whispered, and her low voice seemed to break some kind of spell. “Unless you would like to get a little closer to me in the darkness, it should be safe for us to keep going.”

“Let’s at least get out of the village before you tempt me with an offer like that,” I chuckled.

We hurried along our escape route again, and when I heard a distant horrified shriek, I guessed someone must have discovered the bodies at the jail. The guards had screamed loud enough that it was only a matter of time before someone came looking for them, and now it wouldn’t be long before the entire village was up in arms and determined to find their escaped prisoner.

I ran even faster, but the dryad’s long legs had no problem keeping up with me. She loped alongside me like a graceful deer, and I had a feeling she could actually run much faster if she really wanted to.

“Where are we going?” the dryad panted as we dashed around another corner.

“I have a ride waiting for us,” I said. “You’ve trusted me this far. Just trust me a little longer.”

I tightened my grip on her hand as the shouts intensified behind us, but we were far enough away from the jail now that it would be hard for anyone to track us down. Still, I’d never been so happy to see my faithful horse before as Charlie came into view up ahead.

He bucked his head and gave a low whinny when he saw me, and if he was surprised to see the beautiful dryad with me, he didn’t act like it. To be fair, he’d seen much stranger things before, and I was grateful the black horse always kept such a steady head.

The dryad climbed up into the driver’s seat while I untied Charlie. The horse must have understood that we were in a hurry, because he started moving down the street before I even sprang up into the wagon. He didn’t leave me in the dust though, and he waited until I was safely in the cart to break out into a faster gait.

Then we flew past the edge of the village as fast as I could push him.

I barely breathed while Charlie’s hooves clopped against the ground, but at least the roads at the edge of town were made from dirt instead of cobblestones. It made the sound more muffled than it would have been otherwise, but I still glanced over my shoulder every few seconds to make sure no one was in pursuit.

After we passed the last few houses in Hamstead, Charlie kept pulling us forward past the rolling hills of the farms clustered along the eastern perimeter of the village. The farmers here must have been sensible folk, since they seemed to all be tucked up in bed or at least inside with the doors fastened shut. I didn’t see or hear anyone as we flew along the road, but I still waited until we were about twenty minutes out of Hamstead before I slowed Charlie down to a quick trot.

The rising red moon only gave me enough light to see the road to Buckshire stretched out in front of us like a pale snake that was slowly winding its way to the south. The hills to my right were shadowy mounds in the darkness, and the scattered trees along the road to my left all loomed like giants that might come to life and pursue us if the villagers didn’t catch us first.

“My vision is probably not as good at night as yours is,” I said after another glance at the road behind us. “If you see anyone on the road or anywhere else, I would appreciate it if you told me, for both our sakes.”

“That will not be a problem,” the dryad replied.

We drove in silence for a good twenty more minutes. The only sound was the steady clop of Charlie’s hooves on the dirt road, and every now and then, an owl cried in the distance.

I almost couldn’t believe we had really escaped, but I gripped the reins and focused on the road ahead. All I wanted to do was ask the dryad a thousand questions, but I tried not to even look in her direction. She was distracting as hell, and even when I wasn’t looking at her, I could still smell the sweet fragrance of her hair and see little flickers of green electricity that played across her dark skin.

“Would you mind stopping?” the dryad asked after we had been on the road for about an hour.

She asked it so sweetly that it was hard to remember this was the same woman who had crushed the guards’ throats with just her fingers.

“Sure, no problem,” I said. “I’d like to get you a little further away from the village before you make any decisions about where to go, but--”

“I am not planning on going anywhere yet,” the dryad interrupted.

I pulled Charlie to a halt and watched the green-haired woman leap gracefully out of the wagon. She walked to the side of the road, knelt down on all fours at the base of a tree, and then laid her whole body against the ground so her ear pressed into the tree roots.

If I hadn’t known she was there, I would have driven right past her in the darkness. Her hair looked like wild moss climbing up the side of the tree, and her dark skin camouflaged her perfectly in the shadows at the edge of the road.

I wondered how many other dryads I might have accidentally passed in the darkness before.

I watched her lay on the ground for about half a minute before she pushed herself back up to her feet and returned to the wagon. Then she held her hand out to me, and I helped her back up into the driver’s seat while I tried not to let my jaw hang open at how mesmerizing the dryad was every time she moved.

Now that there was no risk of fire or death by village idiots, she was even more graceful than when we had been back at the jail. She stayed standing when she first stepped up into the wagon, and this put her hips at the same level as my eyes. They gently curved up to her narrow waist like she had been carved from the hills around us, and I knew I would have sacrificed a hundred village guards for the chance to worship those curves.

The dryad sat back down beside me and gave me a shy smile, as if she could tell that I couldn’t keep my eyes off her body. But even when she sat down, it was all I could do to keep my gaze on her face instead of the swell of her breasts that strained against the ripped fabric of her dress.

“We are not being followed,” the dryad announced, and her low voice brought my attention back to our current situation. “I would have felt the vibrations in the ground if the villagers were close, and even trees in the human world have ways of talking to each other, but their roots did not sound concerned.”

“It sounds like there’s a lot to unpack there,” I said. “But for now, let’s just say I’m glad it sounds like the villagers are still scratching their balls and trying to figure out what happened at the jail.”

“We killed all the guards.” The green-haired woman shrugged. “There is no evidence that you were there, so they will probably just blame me and say that their ferocious prisoner somehow escaped and slaughtered all those men.”

“That’s basically what happened.” I smirked. “You might have had a little help, but based on what I saw you do back there, I think you could have handled it on your own.”

“Thank you for the compliment.” The dryad gave a small smile. “But it is not true. I could not have escaped without you.”

“Well, if we’re not being pursued, we can at least slow down a little,” I said. “I should give my horse a little bit of a break, but we’ll keep heading south. I can take you to the closest underdark entrance I know of, but it’ll be a few hours.”

“I do not have anywhere else to be,” the dryad replied. “But you should not feel obligated to return me to the underdark. You can set me down anywhere you like, and I can find my own way. You’ve already done more than enough for me.”

“Is that what you want me to do?” I raised an eyebrow. “Do you want me to drop you off here in the middle of nowhere, when the closest underdark entrance might be hours away, and the villagers are only an hour from here?”

“No.” The dryad lowered her dark brown eyes. “But you have already done so much, and I do not know why or how I can repay you.”

Charlie started trotting forward even though I hadn’t flicked the reins, and I silently thanked the horse for reading my mind. I was beginning to think he was fond of how adventurous his life had become since I bought him, even if the gobs did sometimes think about trying to eat him.

“Let’s get one thing straight,” I said. “You don’t owe me anything, so you don’t have to repay me. And do I really need a reason for not wanting the villagers to burn you to death in the light of the suns? I think anybody with even half a conscience would agree that’s pretty fucked up.”

“Oh!” The dryad’s dark eyes went wide. “Now I understand why they were keeping me prisoner.”

“You didn’t know?” I asked.

“They never told me.” The woman shook her head. “They just locked me up and said I would get what I deserved soon. So they were planning to bring me out in the daylight?”

“Apparently there’s some High Holy Day festival they were planning to use you as a sacrifice for,” I muttered. “They were going to bring you out to burn you tomorrow morning.”

“Then you saved my life from a fate even worse than I realized,” the dryad whispered. “I thought they were just keeping me locked up for their own amusement until they got bored.”

“It’s okay, you’re safe now,” I said quickly when the dryad fell silent. “I’ll take you far away from the village, and they won’t find you again.”

“I am not quiet because I am worried about the villagers,” the dryad said with a small smile. “I am quiet because I am thinking about all the ways I wish I had ripped the bodies of the guards apart even more as a message to the rest of the villagers. I should have torn their heads off and tossed them behind us in the street. I should have ripped open their rib cages and burned their hearts on a spit so all the villagers would wonder what the delicious smell of barbecue was, and then they would have come and found their dead friends in a dozen different pieces.”

“Shit, that’s quite a picture,” I chuckled. “I guess we did leave pretty fast, though. You didn’t even get to eat anybody we killed.”

“Oh, I did,” the dryad laughed. “You must have been so busy bashing in skulls that you missed it.”

The wagon climbed toward the top of a big hill, but the road ahead still looked clear when we reached the top. It would take us several more hours to reach the underdark cave close to home, and I decided that I might as well bring the dryad all the way there before I told her about my offer.

This woman was really powerful, probably even more powerful than I realized, and I would have loved for her to join my family. Each time I looked away from her, her sweet floral fragrance still filled the air. Every bounce of the wagon seemed to jolt her a little closer to me, and when her fingers brushed my arm to steady herself, I felt the same jolt of electricity that had thrilled me when we first touched back in Hamstead.

The moment her dark eyes had looked up at me in the jail cellar, I knew I would have done anything to protect her. She had looked at me with such hope and surprise that I couldn’t help but be mesmerized by her, especially when she had started to kill men left and right while she stayed perfectly calm and serene.

I had known then that I would have ripped open the guards’ rib cages myself and roasted their still-beating hearts if it would make her happy, and I would have taken her anywhere in this world that she asked me to. I would have pulled down every last house in the village with my bare hands if it would keep her safe.

It might have seemed insane to anyone else since we had just met, but I knew she was something special. I would have done anything for her, and I didn’t even know her name.

But I didn’t want to spring the offer on her just yet. I wanted to take her to the underdark entrance so she would see that I was a man of my word, and then I would tell her the two options she had. As much as it would kill me if she didn’t want to come home with me, I wanted it to be completely her own decision.

“If you don’t mind me asking, how did the villagers capture you in the first place?” I asked. “From what I saw, you’re incredibly strong, and you have some pretty badass abilities like, uh, I don’t really know what it was, but you know when you inhaled my breath and went all shimmery with green lightning or something?”

“So I really am the first dryad you met?” The woman smiled.

“You are,” I laughed.

“But you are Ken Jewell the Monster Lover, aren’t you?” The dryad arched a dark green eyebrow. “I assumed that meant you knew all kinds of monsters.”

“Only some,” I answered. “I didn’t even know dryads were real until a few days ago.”

“We do not come to the surface very often.” The dryad shrugged. “Probably because we don’t feed the same way most underdark monsters do.”

“What do you mean?” I asked and then spurred Charlie into a trot now that he had rested for a few minutes.

“I can survive on blood and bones and all the rest of it, like most underdark creatures,” the dryad told me. “But I need to feed on the life force of my victims in order to be my strongest self. That is when I thrive.”

“Their life force?” I repeated. “Like their breath?”

“Yes, their breath,” the woman replied. “I am a dryad, and we are very much like the trees that we take care of. They feed on our exhales, and I feed on the breath of my enemies in the same way. That is why I thanked you when you allowed me to feed on a little of your breath in the cellar. I had been starving for days, and I did not have the strength to break my chains until I took a little of your strength.”

“Shit,” I muttered. “I guess that’s what you were doing during the fight, too. Every time you fed on somebody else’s breath, you got stronger and went all shimmery with green light.”

“You do not need to look so concerned.” The dryad’s smile made me weak in the knees, even though I was sitting down. “I only took one of your exhales as food. It did no permanent damage to you. It is not like what I did to the guards. I drained the life force from their bodies entirely.”

“So you’re like a vampire,” I said. “Except you feed on breath instead of blood.”

“Vampires?” the dryad echoed. “I have not heard anyone mention vampires in decades! But yes, I suppose that is a good comparison.”

“Then how did the villagers capture you?” I asked. “You could have just sucked the literal life out of them, right?”

“I could have,” the dryad sighed. “But I was on the surface a few nights ago, and I saw a little human girl wandering by herself in the woods. I had just avoided a pack of werewolves who were out hunting, and I didn’t want them to find her. So, I grabbed her hand and started to lead her back out of the forest.”

“Was she scared?” I asked.

“Not of me,” the woman answered. “She was only scared that she had lost her mother and that the underdark monsters might eat her up. She didn’t know that she was holding hands with one.”

“Why was she out so late?” I asked. “From what I saw in Hamstead tonight, everything pretty much shuts down when the suns set.”

“They were foraging for mushrooms together in the twilight hours, but the little girl wandered off and couldn’t find her again,” the dryad replied. “It got dark, she panicked and ran further, and then she really got lost.”

“Don’t tell me the little girl turned on you,” I said.

“No,” the dryad sighed again. “I led her safely to the edge of the woods, but by then, her mother had roused a search party in the village who was brave enough to go out in the darkness. I tried to send the little girl in their direction, but she was still so scared that she wouldn’t let go of my hand. The villagers spotted me and thought I was trying to eat her, and the whole group rushed me. I tried to run away since there were too many for me to take on at once, but then one of the men flung a torch at me. I saw that it was going to land on the little girl instead of me, and I threw myself in front of it.”

“Even though fire is the one thing that dryads are afraid of?” I glanced at the woman with even more respect.

“Yes,” the dryad whispered. “I had fed recently, so the fire didn’t kill me, but by the time I rolled over and put the flames out, the villagers had tied me up and surrounded me with torches. I was too weak to escape then, and none of them would get close enough for me to feed on their breath.”

“Didn’t anybody realize that you saved the little girl’s life?” I demanded. “Didn’t she say what happened?”

“She did, but no one believed her.” The dryad shrugged. “At least her mother did not have to watch her little girl burn to death.”

“You still think it was worth it?” I asked. “I kind of assumed you would regret saving her life, considering how that turned out for you.”

“I’ve always had a soft spot for children, even human ones,” the dryad sighed. “It is probably because dryads cannot have children.”

“What do you mean, you can’t have children?” I asked.

“There are no dryad men,” the woman replied. “There are only dryad women, and we live for a very, very, very long time.”

“But how is your race still alive if you’re not able to reproduce?” I shook my head. “Sorry if that’s too personal of a question, but--”

“It is not too personal,” she interrupted. “The answer is very simple. The men all died a long time ago, and dryad women do their best to stay alive as long as we can. The more trees we can take care of, the longer our lifespan can be. But every year, more of us are killed, and I know that eventually, we will all be wiped out completely since we have no way to have children. So, that is why I always have a soft spot for children. I have always wanted one of my own, but I know this is an impossible wish.”

I didn’t want to promise this woman anything, but it took all my self-control not to just take the beautiful dryad in my arms and promise her all the perfect little dryad babies that her heart could ever desire. If I could make babies with a goblin, a siren, a dwarf, and an orc, then there was no fucking reason I couldn’t do the same thing with a dryad.

And right now, I couldn’t think of anything I wanted more.
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Chapter 14

“I’m sorry about what happened with the villagers,” I said finally. “And I’m sorry you haven’t been able to have children when you want to so badly.”

“It is not all bad,” the dryad chuckled. “I am not going to be sacrificed to the suns in the morning, so I think my life is looking up compared to where I was a few hours ago.”

“Fair enough,” I laughed.

I kept driving Charlie south along the road as the red moon rose overhead. When she asked me what my story was, I told her a little about myself. I told her how I came from a place called Earth, how I was a soldier there, and how I fell through some kind of witch’s portal and ended up here.

Then I told her that I had met some incredible women from the underdark and that I had started a home and family with them. I didn’t go into any of the details about who or what my wives were, and I didn’t tell her about my kids just yet. I knew children were a sensitive subject for her, and I wanted to wait until the right moment to tell her all the details of my family life.

Plus, I wasn’t sure how dryads got along with other races. I only remembered that Ruby said dwarves used to steal sacred trees from the dryads to make gussani rope, and I figured this dryad might not be too excited that one of my wives was a dwarf.

If I wanted her to agree to come home with me, the least I could do was break that news to her gently.

It was past midnight when we finally reached the underdark cave. We were now only about thirty minutes away from my home, and I knew there would be no better time or place to ask her what I had been going crazy wanting to ask her since the first moment I saw her.

I helped the dryad down from the wagon and led her to one of the tall oaks close to the cave. The tree was covered in the fresh green leaves of early summer, and I rested my hand on the bark of the thick trunk.

“I promised to bring you back to the underdark, and here we are,” I said.

“The hours went by quickly.” The dryad smiled, and I wondered if she knew how much her smile set my head spinning. “So this is the end of our journey?”

“That depends on how you answer my next question,” I said and swallowed hard. “I’ve been wanting to ask you something since we first escaped from the jail.”

“Since you first saved me from the jail,” the dryad corrected me. “But go ahead. What would you like to ask me?”

“I don’t know how much you’ve heard about me or what exactly you’ve heard,” I said, “but you seemed to know who I was when I showed up in the jail cellar.”

“I have heard that Ken Jewell is a Monster Lover,” the dryad replied. “I have heard whispers about this in the underdark, but I also heard the guards talking about you. They often left the grate in the trapdoor open so they could kick dirt down into the cellar or threaten me with the suns’ light, but this allowed me to hear them talk about you.”

“Those bastards died a lot faster and easier than I would have liked,” I muttered. “I wish I could have taken them prisoner and brought them home for Akana and Abby to play with before we killed them, but at least they can’t hurt anybody else now.”

“Akana and Abby?” the green-haired woman repeated.

“Oh, right,” I said. “I’ll get to them in a second, but I guess this leads me right to my question. You’ve got two choices now. You can go back into the underdark and resume your old life like we never met, and I’ll wish you the very best and a long and happy life.”

“Or?” the dryad prompted.

“Or, you can come home with me,” I said.

The dryad’s whole expression changed. She had seemed curious a few seconds ago, but now she bit her lip and gazed up at me with the same look of hope and surprise that she had back in the jail cellar.

“How?” the woman whispered. “Or maybe I should ask, why?”

“I know we just met, but I think you’re incredible,” I said. “You’re brave, powerful, caring, patient, and beautiful. And I would be over the moon if you agreed to come home with me as my wife.”

“Do you mean it?” the dryad gasped.

“I do,” I said.

“I would love to be your wife.” The dryad’s dark eyes were shining. “From the first moment you climbed down the ladder and said you were rescuing me, I knew I didn’t want to be apart from you. B-but it is impossible.”

“The suns’ light?” I asked.

The dryad nodded and dropped her deep brown gaze from mine.

“I’ve told you about my home and family, but what I haven’t told you is that my wives and children can all live in the suns’ light,” I said. “Every human in this world has a power, but I have two. One is that I can bond with monsters from the underdark, and this allows them to live in the suns’ light without burning.”

“That is impossible!” The dryad steadied herself on the tree trunk, but this made her fingers brush against mine and sent another shiver of excitement through every one of my nerves.

“It’s not impossible,” I said. “It’s the only reason a goblin, a siren, an orc, and a dwarf are all able to live with me and raise our children together.”

“A goblin, a siren, an orc, and a dwarf,” she repeated. “These are your wives?”

“They are,” I replied. “And they would love to meet you, if you wanted to come home with me.”

“Even the dwarf?” The woman frowned. “Dwarves and dryads do not have much love for each other.”

“Trust me, this dwarf woman isn’t like any dwarf you’ve ever met before,” I chuckled.

“I suppose I could get over that,” the dryad said. “But you already have four wives, and I am not sure what I could do for you and your family that they cannot already do. Your orc wife must be a powerful warrior, the dwarf must be an excellent builder, the siren must be incredible at war songs and in bed, and the goblin must be very good at sneaking and stealing.”

“They’re all really good at a lot of things.” I grinned as I thought of my badass wives. “But I didn’t marry them based on what they could do for me. I married them because I love them and want to take care of them. Because I want to protect them and build a life with them. And that’s exactly what I’d like to do with you too, if you’d let me.”

“You are a very curious human,” the dryad said, and her dark brown eyes narrowed slightly. “You would marry me for love? You would give me the gift of the suns’ light just so I could be part of your family?”

I nodded, but my heart was beating too quickly to think of what else to say.

“I have always dreamed of feeling the light of the suns on my skin,” the dryad whispered as she looked up at the oak branches above us. “Underdark trees are beautiful and powerful, but I have always imagined what it would be like to see the leaves and branches of trees on the surface in the daytime.”

“It’s more beautiful than you can imagine,” I said. “I’ve lived for long stretches in the desert, when all I’ve wanted is to see a single tree, and there’s nothing better than when I finally found one and got to kick back and enjoy the shade.”

The dryad lowered her eyes again and fixed her gaze on my feet. “I have imagined it almost as much as I have dreamed of finding someone to share my life with. I have lived alone for so long, and I never thought I could have anything different. But you really mean it?”

“One hundred percent,” I answered as I cupped her face with my hand. “What do you say?”

“I know you said that I do not owe you anything,” the dryad said softly. “But you saved me from the worst way that a dryad can die, so I want you to have something that I have never given to anyone but other dryads.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“My name.” The dryad smiled. “We guard our names like we guard our trees.”

“You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to,” I said, even though my heart was racing even faster at the thought that I might know the beautiful dryad’s name any second now.

“I want to,” the green-haired woman said. “It’s only fair, since I already know your name, Ken Jewell.”

I swallowed at the way she said my name. My heart pounded against my rib cage as she leaned forward until our lips were almost touching, and when she spoke again, her warm breath tingled against my skin.

“My name is Tamzin,” the dryad whispered. “And I would very much like to come home with you.”

“Tamzin,” I whispered, and then I couldn’t hold myself back anymore.

My lips locked onto hers like I had found water after a month in the desert, and I found they were even fuller and softer than I realized. My whole body tingled with the faintest buzz of electricity, but I didn’t know or care if that was one of the dryad’s powers or just from how excited I was to feel our bodies pressed together.

Our lips devoured each other for a few moments, but when her tongue started to eagerly explore my mouth, I picked her up underneath her hips. Her short dress slid up as I lifted her, and just before her legs locked around me, I saw the smooth, dark mound between her legs.

“Wait!” The dryad suddenly pulled back from our kiss. “We should not get distracted! We still have to bond before the suns come up, or I will not be able to go home with you!”

“What do you think we’re doing right now?” I teased as I nibbled at her ear.

“This is how we bond?” Tamzin’s dark eyes went wide with surprise. “Oh, Ken Jewell, how is it possible that you only have four wives? You should have a hundred if this is how you bond and bring them into the suns’ light.”

“I don’t have four wives,” I corrected her. “Now, I have five.”

“Oh!” the dryad gasped. “Then we should probably bond again and again and again just to make sure that it works before the morning comes.”

“My thoughts exactly.” I grinned and then carried her to the center of the oak tree grove near the cave.

I was about to lay her down on a bed of soft moss that was the same color as her hair, but Tamzin surprised me by reaching down and unbuckling my belt. She undid my pants a second later while her legs were still locked around my waist, and then she tried to shimmy me out of my pants without letting go of me.

“Hang on,” I laughed and then kicked my pants the rest of the way off. “There, that’s better.”

As soon as my pants were off, my hard cock sprang free and pressed against her entrance. Her pussy lips were already wet, but she was so tight that I couldn’t even slide my tip into her.

“Oh!” the dryad gasped when my cock pushed against her a little more firmly.

Tamzin reached down again, but this time, she started to guide my tip toward the spot where her pussy lips kissed together.

“Are you sure?” I asked. “We can go slow if you want to.”

“I have waited long enough for you,” the dryad whispered. “I do not want to wait anymore.”

“Whatever you say,” I answered and then started to push my tip inside her.

“Oh, wait!” Tamzin cried, and I froze with my tip barely pressed inside her tight tunnel. “You never told me what your second power is! Didn’t you say you had two?”

“Is that all?” I grinned.

“Oh, sorry!” the dryad giggled, and it sounded like the ripple of a sunlit stream in the middle of a forest. “I just didn’t know if it was important to know before we, you know, bond.”

“It is related,” I said softly in her ear. “And probably something I should have told you earlier.”

“Then tell me now,” Tamzin whispered as her entrance trembled against me.

“I can make you pregnant,” I told her.

For a solid five seconds, the dryad didn’t move or even breathe. She held herself perfectly still, and I thought she might have astral projected herself out of her body. But then she blinked her dark eyes and shook her head so her wild green curls bounced in every direction, and I realized she was trying not to cry.

“Ken Jewell,” Tamzin whispered. “That means you would be the father of the first dryad to be born since times of legend! And it means… it means you would make me a mother.”

I kept one arm under her hips to help keep her locked around my waist, but I raised my other hand and brushed away her tears. She kissed my fingers before I could pull them away, and then the beautiful dryad gripped my face and kissed me so deeply that I thought my head might explode.

“Then make love to me, Ken Jewell,” Tamzin whispered. “Fill me with your seed and put a baby inside me.”

The dryad’s entrance trembled against me again as she clenched her pelvic muscles, but the next time she relaxed them, my cock pushed straight into her accepting tunnel. Her warmth wrapped around my shaft until it felt like we were sunbathing, and I held both her firm ass cheeks with my hands so I could control my thrusts into the beautiful dryad.

If I thought kissing Tamzin was electric, then making love to her was like standing in the middle of a damn thunderstorm.

Every inch of my skin shivered with an energetic thrill as every inch of my cock filled her. Even with her legs wrapped tight around me, I felt like I was rocking back and forth where I stood. I staggered over to an oak tree and leaned her up against it so I could get a firmer grip on her as I drove my cock into her again and again.

“Ohhh!” the dryad moaned and then buried her face against my neck.

Her wild moss-colored hair surrounded me like a cloud. When I inhaled the sweet fragrance of her hair, I felt like I had just stumbled across a field of flowers in the middle of the forest. It felt like I was the first person to ever see them or smell them, and I never wanted to live without them again.

But now that I had her pinned against the oak trunk, I was free to use my hands for other things. I wanted to rip off the rest of our clothes and devour her, but all I could think about was how good it felt to be inside the beautiful, dark-skinned beauty. There would be time later to tear each other’s clothes off, but right now, I gripped my hands around the sides of the trunk and used it as extra leverage to thrust into her.

I plunged deeply into the dryad’s pussy, but I tried to keep my movements slow and gentle, even if I did slide so deeply into her that it felt like I might never come back out.

“You don’t… need to… hold back… on my… account!” Tamzin suddenly gasped.

“I just thought this might be your first time,” I said. “So--”

“It is my first time with a man,” the woman moaned. “But dryads are much… tougher… than we look, so you can really… just… ohhh!”

Before she even finished talking, I started to fire up my glutes so I could really hammer into her. Every time I thought I might actually be going too fast or too hard, Tamzin only seemed to enjoy it more, and her hot breath filled my ear with each new gasp and moan.

I gripped the tree so hard that the bark started to come off in my hands. It let me push the panting dryad up against the tree with such force that she looked like she might disappear into it for a second, but then she just reached her hands back to stabilize herself on the tree as I continued to plow into her.

“Oh, oh, oh, oh!” Tamzin’s gasps came out in little bounces as my dick rocked her whole body up and down against the tree. “Ohh! I think… I might… ohhh!”

The dryad flung her head back as she reached her first climax, but she didn’t even seem to notice when she hit her skull on the trunk. Her body was too busy shuddering and shaking as her orgasm swept through every muscle, and I grinned as I watched emerald light flicker across the woman’s dark skin like starlight reflected off a rippling stream.

“Ken Jewell?” Tamzin panted when the last shudders left her body.

“What is it, darling?” I held myself perfectly still inside her while she recovered, even though her tunnel continued to spasm and contract around my shaft like a fucking dream.

“Do you think I might be pregnant now?” the dryad whispered. “Is your seed in my womb?”

I guessed it really had been a long time since there were any dryad men.

“Not just yet,” I chuckled. “I need to orgasm like you just did before that can happen.”

“Then how do we make you orgasm?” Tamzin pulled away enough to meet my gaze with her big dark eyes.

“Don’t worry, we’re not in a rush,” I said. “I want to see how many times you can climax first.”

I released my grip on the tree so I could cup her firm ass cheeks again, and now I carried her over to the moss in the middle of the tree grove. I laid the dryad down on the velvety ground covering and let go of her just long enough to pull my shirt off so I was finally completely naked.

“You do not look like the humans in the village,” Tamzin said as her hooded gaze admired my body. “Maybe it is because you are from Earth. Do all men on Earth look like you?”

“Not really.” I shrugged. “Do all dryads look like you?”

“No,” the woman laughed but then reached up to touch my muscled chest like she was checking to see if I was real. “No, most dryads look like the trees we take care of in the deep, deep underdark. Have you ever been?”

“No, I’ve only been to the deep underdark,” I replied.

“Then that description will probably not make sense to you.” Tamzin smiled. “The easiest way to explain it is that I am very short for a dryad, and I have too many curves. Most dryads are tall and thin with hardly any breasts or hips.”

“That’s certainly not true in your case.” I grinned. “I think you’re just the right height, and I think your curves are fucking perfect.”

“But you haven’t even seen them all yet,” the dryad said with a sly smile.

“Then I guess I better do something about that,” I teased.

I didn’t bother trying to pull her tattered dress over her head. I gripped the top of it by her collarbones instead, pulled it hard enough to tear through the top seam, and then ripped the whole dress in half from top to bottom. The ruined clothing fell on either side of her, and then I just rocked back on my heels and stared at the naked dryad.

She was even sexier than I had imagined. She looked like she had been sculpted from obsidian stone, with perfectly curved hips and a taut stomach that was rising and falling with every excited breath. Her tits were so big that I wouldn’t be able to hold them even with two hands, and they were so perky that her dark nipples pointed straight up even though she was on her back.

“You’re fucking gorgeous,” I whispered. “I could look at you forever, and it still wouldn’t be long enough.”

“But can you look at me while you are also inside me?” Tamzin smirked.

“Abso-fucking-lutely,” I growled and then lowered myself down on top of her.

I took her nipples in my mouth and gently pressed my cock against her slick entrance. My tongue teased and danced across her skin while she purred in pleasure, and when I finally thrust my dick into her pussy again, I decided to keep my movements slow this time.

I moved my pelvis in small hip circles while I was inside her, and the grinding motion sent new green flickers of light across her skin. The dryad started to move her own pelvis in little hip circles that matched my rhythm, and for a few minutes, there were no other sounds in the forest other than our heavy breathing and the low moans that escaped her lips every time my tongue found a new sensitive spot.

A few minutes later, Tamzin used her incredible strength to roll us both over, and now she could damn near smother me with her heavy tits while her hips bounced up and down in my lap. Then she turned around so I could plunge my cock in her from behind, and finally, she fell back against the soft moss so I could hold myself above her as her ribbed tunnel massaged every inch of my stiff dick.

“Oh Ken, yessss!” Tamzin suddenly cried and then inhaled so deeply that her whole back arched.

The movement of her spine rippled down to her tailbone like a wave. The dryad’s hips arched even further off the ground as the ripple reached her pelvis, and she was so strong that she just lifted up into a bridge pose and raised me right along with it. Her hips thudded against the soft moss a second later, but the woman just gasped and inhaled again as a second wave of her climax hit.

“Ohhh,” Tamzin inhaled, and suddenly I felt as lightheaded as I did back in the jail when she first borrowed some of my breath.

Emerald light was flickering from one strand of her hair to the next now, and I gently grasped her shoulders to help her focus and to help keep the world from spinning around me.

“Oh!” Tamzin cried, and her dark eyes fluttered open. “I didn’t realize I was doing it! Hold on.”

The dryad pulled my face toward hers and hovered our lips an inch apart, but this time, she exhaled and let her warm breath pass into my mouth. I gasped as a new surge of strength flooded my body, and all feelings of dizziness faded like they had never happened.

“Sorry about that,” Tamzin giggled. “Sometimes when I get really excited, I get really hungry and lose a little bit of control. But I can give back your life force as long as I catch myself in time!”

“Good to know,” I laughed. “Because I’m not nearly finished with you yet.”

I pulled out so I could rock back onto my hips, but Tamzin quickly climbed into my lap like she read my mind. We both stayed sitting up, so she sat in my lap with her knees up near her shoulders, but my cock slid so deeply into her that I thought my tip might as well be touching the back of her damn throat.

We found our rhythm quickly again in this new position. I clenched my glutes to thrust into her, and she rolled her pelvis forward every time I did so I could plunge deeper inside her. Then when I relaxed my muscles and slid back out a few inches, Tamzin rocked her hips back to slide me out even further, and this made it so much sweeter whenever our hips swung back together and her pussy swallowed my whole cock like a damn champion.

“I have an idea,” Tamzin whispered after she climaxed a third time. “Are you feeling adventurous?”

“I’m making love to a dryad in the middle of the night, right outside an entrance to the underdark and after we just escaped from a village full of people who wanted to burn you to death,” I pointed out. “So yeah, I’m feeling pretty adventurous.”

“Good,” the dryad said softly as she leaned forward and exhaled into my open mouth.

I felt such an instant rush of blood that it was like every neuron in my brain was firing all at once. I could hear each individual oak leaf sway in the wind above us, and I could have sworn so much blood rushed to my dick that it actually grew even bigger and harder inside the breathtaking woman. My blood throbbed in my ears until it felt like it might burst through the skin, but I felt so alive that I almost wished it would.

Just before it felt like my blood was going to erupt from my body, Tamzin inhaled my breath so I went back to feeling normal. Now it was her turn to moan and sway gently in my lap while emerald light flashed across her skin. She inhaled again until my vision started to get blurry, but then the dryad quickly returned my breath to me with another exhale.

It was like getting hit with one adrenaline rush after another, but even the crashes in between each rush were soothing, and they could have lulled me to sleep if I let them. But then Tamzin would breathe into me again, and I would be filled with such a surge of passion that I pumped my hips into her with endless energy.

It felt like we had made love for hours or maybe even years, but when I felt myself moving toward climax, I gasped and gripped her shoulders.

“I’m going to…” I moaned.

“Me… too!” Tamzin dug her fingers into my hair. “Oh, Kennn!”

She flung her head back in ecstasy, and I groaned as I finally released my warm seed into her. It gushed into her like a raging pent-up river that had just broken through a dam, and just when I thought I was completely empty, Tamzin exhaled a little of her own breath into mine.

One more surge of cum swelled up and poured into her, and then we both collapsed panting against the moss. The euphoria of our climaxes continued to swell and drift together even now when I was no longer inside her, and only when they finally began to mellow did we actually have the breath to speak.

“That was better than anything I could have imagined,” Tamzin sighed in my arms. “If all the women in the underdark knew you could bring them into the suns’ light and that this was how you do it, they would be lined up for miles.”

“I would have to seriously increase my resources before that could happen,” I laughed. “We have enough now for my family and the family of a human farmer who lives with us, but my sons do their best to eat me out of house and home.”

“How many sons do you have?” the dryad asked.

“Seven,” I answered. “They’re all goblins. Technically, half-goblins, but they tend to act more like goblins than anything else.”

“And how many daughters?” Tamzin whispered.

“Three.” I smiled. “My goblin daughter was just born so she hasn’t picked a name for herself yet, but I also have a siren daughter and a little orc girl.”

“The dwarf has not given you any children yet?” Tamzin frowned.

“She’s about halfway through her first pregnancy but has three months to go,” I replied. “So, it’ll be a little while before we have a little dwarf baby on our hands.”

“I wonder how long my pregnancy will be,” the dryad sighed and kissed my chest. “I am not sure how it feels to be pregnant, but based on the warm river of seed that you poured into me, I think I must be.”

“But you don’t know how long dryad pregnancies are?” I asked.

“Like I said, it has been a very, very, very long time since there were any dryad men, so it has been an equally long time since there were any dryad pregnancies.” Tamzin smiled. “It will be so fun to find out everything about dryad pregnancies together.”

“It’ll be an adventure, that’s for sure.” I pulled the dryad close to me and wondered exactly what we were in for.

My other wives had never been pregnant before they met me, but they had all known the basics of how pregnancies for each of their races worked. Nika had known how fast she could have babies and how much time she needed to recover. Calli had known that she would birth an egg after five months and then have to wait another five months for it to hatch. Ruby had known how long dwarf pregnancies lasted and known the tell-tale puke signs that announced she was pregnant in the first place. And Khara had known the moment she was pregnant, plus she’d been fully aware of how dangerous she would be while she carried Akana.

But if nobody could remember when the last dryad baby had been born, we might be in for one hell of a ride. Maybe the baby would come out just like Tamzin, quiet and patient but fierce and deadly when threatened. Or baby dryads could be the total opposite. They might be completely wild when they were young and only grow into a mature, calm intensity when they got much older.

“Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out together.” I kissed her curly green hair. “How long have you been alive, if you don’t mind me asking? You said the more trees dryads take care of, the longer they can live, right?”

“And I take care of many, many trees,” Tamzin said. “I don’t remember how long I have been alive. Long enough to forget such an important fact, at least! I remember all of my trees when they were still seedlings, and now their branches seem truly endless.”

“That is a long time.” I gave a little whistle. “I’ll show you around your new home when we get back, and then you can take care of as many trees up here on the surface as you want to.”

“Oh, Ken Jewell…” Tamzin draped her arm over my chest so she could nuzzle even closer to me. “You have made me the happiest woman.”

We rested and dozed for a while to recover our energy. After I made sure that Charlie was still okay where he was dozing close to the underdark entrance, I went back to the oak grove and woke up Tamzin with a gentle line of kisses down her stomach.

She quickly returned the favor by trailing her soft lips down my stomach, but she didn’t stop there. The sexy dryad just smirked and slid her tongue along my shaft until it was stiff as a tree trunk. She wrapped her lips around my cock like she had just discovered this world’s first giant lollipop, and then I forgot about everything except how good her plump lips felt as they slid up and down my dick.

She stopped just before I was about to climax and climbed onto my lap instead. Then it only took a few more seconds before my eyes rolled into the back of my head and my balls spasmed with a body-shaking orgasm. After I filled her with another load of my seed, we both collapsed against the mossy floor again.

“How did you know how to do that?” I panted.

“I wanted to taste you so badly,” Tamzin purred. “You seemed to really enjoy it when I licked and sucked on you.”

“I did.”

“But I wanted you to fill me with your baby making seed even more,” she gave a light laugh.

“Like I said, don’t worry,” I laughed. “We’ll have plenty of time to do everything we want, and then some.”

I didn’t know how much time had passed already, but I knew the blood-red moon had already gone down. We made love a few more times before we finally passed out in exhaustion, and the next time I woke up, I noticed how different the stars looked through the oak leaves above us. I guessed dawn couldn’t be far off.

I glanced down at the naked dryad in my arms and saw that Tamzin was already awake. Her wild green curls rested against my chest, and her dark brown eyes were fixed on the eastern horizon. She didn’t seem to notice that I was watching her at first, and for a few seconds, I just watched her and marveled at the fact this incredible woman wanted to be mine.

Then Tamzin gave a heavy sigh, and I realized she wasn’t just waiting for the dawn. She was worried about it, but she probably thought I was still sleeping and didn’t want to wake me yet.

“Good morning, sweetheart.” I brushed one of her bouncy green ringlets out of her face. “Did you sleep okay?”

“Good morning, my love.” Tamzin tilted her head back to smile at me. “I had the most wonderful night of my life, and I cannot remember the last time I slept so well.”

“Then why do you look so worried?” I teased.

“We might have just met, but you can already read my expressions the way I read tracks in the forest,” Tamzin chuckled and nestled herself deeper into my arms. “I am worried about the morning.”

“I know.” I kissed her forehead. “But I promise you have nothing to be scared of. The suns can’t hurt you anymore.”

“I trust you,” the dryad whispered against my chest. “I will always trust you, Ken Jewell.”

“And I will always keep you safe,” I said.

We stayed wrapped up in each other’s arms as the sky above us slowly started to grow lighter. When the first sun finally broke over the eastern horizon, Tamzin sat up to meet it, but I sat up with her and slipped my arms around her waist to hold her steady.

“I am scared,” she whispered.

“Don’t worry,” I said, and then I kissed her lips for a few moments.

“I will be brave.” The dryad turned her face to the sun as its light raced across the hills and toward the grove where we were hidden. Her big dark eyes were clenched shut in case she burst into flames anyway, but she stretched up her arms toward the sky like she had been waiting for this moment her whole life.

Then the sunlight suddenly flooded the grove with a golden glow, and Tamzin gasped when its warmth touched her bare skin. She still seemed a little surprised that she didn’t instantly burst into flames, but when she realized she was still alive, the dryad slowly opened her eyes. She ran her fingers along her dark skin to play with the light like she was playing in a pool of water, and then she jumped to her feet and spun in a slow circle.

Tamzin closed her eyes again and hummed softly to herself as she danced slowly in the sunlight, and then she held out her hand to me. I joined her in her dance, and I was reminded all over again how perfectly our bodies fit together. Her hips swayed against mine as the sunlight played across our bare skin, and she looked up at me with so much love that it damn near knocked me over.

“When I look at you, it is like looking at the sun,” the dryad whispered. “Will you make love to me one more time before we go to your home?”

“It’s your home now too, and you don’t have to ask me twice to make love to you.” I smiled, and then she was melting in my arms like it was the first time all over again.

We made love until our bodies were both soaked with sweat and the first sun was well above the horizon. After we both climaxed, we went for a quick dip in the river to wash up, and then we laid on the moss and let the sunlight dry us off.

But I knew my family would be worried about me since it was now morning, so as soon as we were dry, I grabbed my clothes for us and led Tamzin back to a very patiently waiting Charlie. I promised her new clothes as soon as we got home, but her green dress from last night was now too ripped to wear again. She put on my jacket instead and pulled it as tight as she could across her front, and I said I would free-ball it so she could wear my boxers like shorts.

Charlie hurried us home once we were dressed again. When we came in sight of the eastern wall up ahead, I heard excited shouts from the watchtowers and smiled at the dryad. She nervously scooted toward me and took my hand, but it was only a few minutes before we were driving across the drawbridge. My new wife climbed down from the wagon after me but didn’t let go of my hand, and then we both stepped forward to meet my entire family who had all assembled on the front lawn.

Nika still wore my patrol cap on top of her candy-red hair, and she stood beside our seven sons in a straight row. Khara stood on her other side with the little goblin girl on her shoulders and Akana by her side. Ruby had put on a clean white tank top and shorts, but she also had her usual camo bandana tied over her ginger hair. Finally, Calli and Abby wore matching violet dresses, except Abby’s was styled like a sundress and Calliope’s gown made her look like a queen.

Only Torrance and his family were missing, but I was a little relieved that I could make the introductions more slowly this way. My family was already a lot of people to meet, and I didn’t want Tamzin to get overwhelmed.

“Everybody,” I announced with a grin. “Meet my new wife.”
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Chapter 15

“Now, boys!” Nika shouted.

Fetch and Timber instantly formed a stepladder with their hands. Then Burp jumped up, sprang off their interlocked hands, and landed on the edge of the alarm scaffolding by the drawbridge. He pulled a rope that was holding a canvas sack shut at the top of the scaffolding, and a cascade of rose petals and gold coins showered down from the sack.

The petals drifted down like colorful rain all around me and Tamzin, but the gold coins fell a little harder, and I rubbed my head when one of them landed squarely on my forehead. A few rose petals and coins got stuck in the dryad’s wild green hair, but she didn’t even seem to notice. She just smiled and watched the petals fall all around her like it was the most magical thing she had ever seen.

“Go ahead, girls,” Calli prompted after the confetti finished.

“Welcome to our home! Hooraaaay!” Abby skipped forward with a clover crown in her hands.

Akana grunted her own greeting, took the clover crown, and climbed onto Abby’s shoulders. They tottered back and forth unsteadily, but Tamzin lowered her head enough for my orc daughter to place the crown on top of her moss-colored hair.

“Did you really plan all of this for me?” Tamzin smiled as she straightened back up with her hair full of coins and flowers. “I am very touched by your kindness.”

“Burp’s idea!” Burp announced from on top of the scaffolding, but he puffed his chest out so much that he lost his balance and promptly tumbled off the side while the whole scaffolding started to tip over with him, too.

Tamzin moved faster than any of us. One second, she was right beside me, and the next moment, she darted toward the scaffolding. Her left arm shot out to grab the scaffolding and keep it from falling over, and she caught Burp in her right arm before he could crack his skull open on the ground.

I had watched the stunning dryad crush men’s throats with her bare hands back in the village, but I still stared as she held up the huge framework with one hand like it weighed nothing more than a teacup. She stepped to the side so she could push the scaffolding upright again, but the dryad kept Burp on her hip for a moment and then patted his bright red hair.

“It was a lovely idea, Burp,” Tamzin said. “Thank you.”

“Uhhh…” Burp’s green cheeks flushed with embarrassment at the beautiful dryad’s compliment. “New auntie strong. Strong and pretty.”

“Why thank you.” Tamzin set him down and turned back to the rest of my family, and I could tell they were all as mesmerized by her as I was. Nika was the first one to skip forward, and her breasts almost bounced right out of her tank top before she wrapped the dryad in a tight embrace.

“I’m Nika!” my goblin wife said. “And these are the gob boys: Sawsaw, Shitter, Canigo, Blink, Timber, Fetch, and you’ve already met Burp! You are even sexier than I thought you would be! I know you will be very happy here, beautiful dryad. We have suns’ light, strawberries, our very own pond, and our Ken Jewell, who will give you all of the orgasms and babies you could ever wish for!”

“Thank you,” Tamzin giggled.

“I’m Calliope, and this is my daughter, Abby.” The blonde siren smiled shyly. “I know you will want to spend a lot of time with the trees, so please feel free to swim through my pond to get to the river any time you would like. There are more trees on the other side of the river than you can imagine.”

“I cannot wait to see them.” The dryad kissed the siren’s cheek in greeting, and she hesitated for a moment while she inhaled Calli’s scent.

Tamzin managed to keep herself from inhaling the siren’s life force, but it looked like it took a lot of self-restraint on her part.

“This is my Akanateela, and I am Kharazugelphi, but you can call me Khara,” the orc warrior said as she stepped forward. “I have been to the deep, deep underdark, but I have never seen a dryad like you. Your roots must go very deep for you to be so strong.”

“I am very strong,” Tamzin agreed. “But I think you might be stronger. If I was not so full already, I would have a hard time resisting a little taste of your strength, Kharazugelphi.”

“I do not think I would mind if you wanted a nibble,” Khara laughed.

“Hey!” I shook my head. “What’s my one rule?”

“No biting between wives,” my four women recited together.

“It’s a hard rule to follow, even if I do understand why we need it,” Ruby huffed.

“Lucky for you, Calli has a wonderful salve, or you would still have a scar on your finger from Khara’s last nibble!” Nika said. “Oh! What if we all had only a little nibble of each other, and then we all used Calli’s salve to heal us right up? Then we could all get a taste, but no one would be hurt! Not for long, anyway. Oh yes, this is a wonderful idea. One of my best, probably! What do you think, Ken Jewell?”

“Nice try, babe,” I told Nika. “But the answer is still no.”

“But it would be such a wonderful way to get to know our new sister!” Nika protested.

“Do you really think if you all started nibbling on each other that you could resist going too far?” I pointed out. “You and Khara have already tasted Ruby, and that’s quite enough.”

“But I tasted fucking good, right?” Ruby grinned. “Oh, and in case you missed it, I’m Ruby.”

“I am very happy to meet all of you,” Tamzin said but then glanced at me with a puzzled look on her face. “But my love, I thought you said you were married to a dwarf, too?”

“Yeah, that’s me,” Ruby sighed. “I know I’m too tall, I don’t have a beard, and I’ve got enormous breasts, but as hard as it is to believe, I am actually a dwarf.”

“If all dwarves looked like you, perhaps dryads would not hate them so much,” the green-haired woman snickered.

“Hey, if all dryads looked like you, maybe dwarves would try to bargain with you for your gussani instead of stealing it from you,” Ruby said, but when Tamzin frowned, the petite woman rushed ahead. “I’m only joking! No one’s going to steal your gussani, least of all me.”

“Thank you,” Tamzin said as her moss-colored hair shimmered with little flickers of light. “I do not consider myself an angry person, but I do not like to be stolen from.”

“Noted.” Ruby swallowed nervously as another flash of green light skipped across the dark skin of the dryad’s throat.

“Now that you know everyone’s name, what’s your name?” my little goblin daughter asked from her perch on Khara’s shoulders, and I was relieved that her cheerful voice broke the tension. “I haven’t picked my name yet, or I would tell you, but I have heard a lot of words that I really like! I’m torn between a couple of them, but I want to make absolutely sure that I like the one I pick, so I am trying to be patient! Have you picked out your name?”

“Uhhh, I don’t know if--” I started.

“It is fine,” Tamzin interrupted. “I shared my name with you because I am joining your grove, Ken Jewell. That means all the members of your grove can know my name, too.”

“Grove?” Fetch whispered.

“I think she means Clan Jewell,” Calli told him. “I call it our cove, Khara calls it our tribe, but it all means the same thing.”

Fetch nodded, even though he still looked just as confused.

“I am Tamzin,” the dryad announced. “Thank you for welcoming me, Grove Jewell.”

“Tamzin,” Abby repeated the name. “It sounds like a delicious taffy! I bet you are very delicious.”

“I have never tasted myself, but I have a feeling that I am,” my new wife chuckled.

“See?” Nika pointed accusingly at me. “Even your new wife thinks we should all have a tasting contest. It seems very unfair not to give it to her.”

“I had not considered it from the viewpoint of fairness,” Khara said with a nod. “Calliope and Tamzin should at least get to taste Ruby, if nothing else. Otherwise, Nika and I are at an advantage over the rest of you.”

“What if we didn’t bite her?” Tamzin suggested as she took a step closer to Ruby and sniffed her ginger hair. “There are many other ways to draw a little blood, and then we would not be breaking our husband’s rule about no biting.”

“Uhh, suddenly I’m not sure this is such a great idea,” Ruby gulped and stumbled backward. “How about we stick to the spirit of the law, not just the letter?”

The faintest flicker of green light rippled across the dryad’s skin when she took another inhale of Ruby, but the petite redhead jumped backward again before Tamzin could breathe in very much.

“Ruby’s right,” I said. “No biting, no slicing, no bleeding each other in any way. Got it?”

All five women nodded, even though Nika’s patrol cap seemed to droop a little lower on her head in disappointment.

“Now back to all this,” I said with a gesture to the rose petals and gold coins scattered all around us. “When did you set all of this up? The confetti was an especially nice touch.”

“Nika was two hundred percent certain that the dryad would come home with you as your new wife,” Khara replied with a shrug.

“Don’t you mean one hundred percent certain?” I asked.

“Do not be silly, Ken Jewell!” Nika giggled. “I was most absolutely two hundred percent certain! That is much more certain than one hundred percent, don’t you think?”

“Uh, sure,” I laughed, since I didn’t exactly feel like getting into the math of fractions and percentages with the goblin woman right now.

“The girls wanted to greet her with flowers, but the boys thought gold coins would be more appropriate,” Ruby explained. “So, Burp decided we should use both.”

“Good work,” I told my kids. “I’m just glad we made it out of the jail okay.”

I started to tell my family everything that had happened last night, and Calli led us into the house for breakfast while we talked. From the spread laid out on the table, it looked like my siren wife had been two hundred percent certain that I would come back with a new wife too, and she had prepared enough food for a damn wedding reception.

The middle of the table was filled with whole platters of fried potatoes, crispy bacon, ham and cheese quiches, and almond croissants. One side of the table was dominated by a towering trifle of yogurt, granola, and berries, and the other side of the table was crowned with a giant stack of steaming flapjacks. And on top of everything else, Calli had pulled an extra table to the side of the dining room that was filled with nothing but glazed, powdered, and iced donuts.

“Wow!” I grinned. “You’re really something else, Calli!”

“I have been practicing and getting better at cooking,” the siren said modestly. “And Matilda has been helping me a lot! She will make a wonderful wife for you someday soon, Ken Jewell. Once she is done being ‘almost eighteen.’”

“Matilda?” Tamzin asked curiously.

“You’ll meet her later,” I sighed. “But I will not be marrying her. I’m just glad she’s been helping you out in the kitchen, Calli.”

“Hmm… we will see,” Nika said, and she waved her hand as if the jury was somehow still out on Matilda.

After I washed up and changed into some clean clothes, I helped Tamzin find some of Nika’s clothes to replace my jacket and boxers. She slipped on a pair of short shorts and a dark green tank top, but when we rejoined the rest of the family, everything on the table still looked steaming hot.

I chalked that up to siren magic.

We were all so hungry that we ate our fill in total silence except for the smacking of the gob boys as they chewed their food. Then I finally leaned back in my chair and finished telling my family everything that happened in Hamstead.

After I wrapped up the story of meeting Tamzin and escaping from the jail, my dryad wife added a few details about how dryads hadn’t birthed any children since the times of legend. She started to explain how that was all different now thanks to the rivers of cum that I had poured into her, but I quickly interrupted, and then Nika jumped up and smacked her hands on the table like she was about to invent the lightbulb.

“Ken Jewell, I have the most wonderful idea!” the goblin woman gasped. “It is even better than us all nibbling each other! You should bring this sexy Penelope woman home with you. She has been so helpful, and it sounds like she would make very pretty babies! Then we could have little human babies and little dryad babies all running around at the same time!”

“I don’t know how she would feel about that,” I chuckled. “It’s one thing for her to help me cause a little trouble so Tamzin could escape, but I think she might prefer living in the village to living here with all of us.”

“Impossible!” Nika declared.

“I do wish I could thank her for helping me,” Tamzin said. “Do you think Penelope will be angry that we had to kill the jail guards?”

“Penelope didn’t have very much love for the guards,” I replied.

“Because her heart is already filled with so much love for you?” Nika’s emerald eyes glistened.

“Let’s just say I don’t think she’ll be too upset about their deaths,” I chuckled.

“Then maybe you could thank her for us when you go back to collect Khara’s perfume from Elvira,” Calli said as she scooted her chair closer to the dryad and then slipped her arm around Tamzin’s. “You can tell her how grateful we all are to have such a beautiful new member of our family.”

Tamzin smiled and leaned her head against the siren’s blonde hair. For a moment, their hair mingling together looked like the light of the suns playing on spring moss in the forest. Then Abby offered them both a powdered donut, and the two women pulled away from each other to eat their treats.

“I think it will probably be safer for Penelope if I stay away from her for a few days,” I replied to Calli. “She took a big risk helping me, and I don’t want to visit her too often and draw any attention. As soon as the news about the dryad’s escape dies down, I can go back and thank her for everything she’s done for us.”

“I think I know the best kind of thank you that you can give her, too!” Nika whispered loudly as she danced into the kitchen. “It is big and hard, and she will find it in your pants when--”

“I think we get it,” I laughed. “I’ll thank Penelope as soon as I think it’s safe to see her again. Right now, I’m more concerned with whether or not we’re going to be ready to take on the orcs.”

“You should be asking Duke Bellfrey if he’s ready to take on ten thousand orcs.” Khara crossed her arms over her ample chest. “Our plan to pit the humans and orcs against each other is foolproof.

Then we will have plenty of time to finish building our wall before the other orc tribes find us.”

I glanced at Ruby to see if she would contradict Khara’s idea about how fast we could finish the wall. I thought ‘plenty of time’ sounded like a bit of an overstatement, but the petite redhead was just stirring the food around on her plate. Yogurt and granola mixed with fried potatoes to make one big, soggy mess, and from the amount of it that she had left, it didn’t look like she’d eaten more than a little bacon and a donut or two.

“You okay, Ruby?” I asked. “Is the baby making you feel nauseous again?”

Ruby jumped when I said her name. “Oh, uh… yes? Yeah, I’m super fucking nauseous, that’s it.”

“Do you want some peppermint tea, sweetie?” Calli asked.

“Here, give me your hair.” Khara was out of her seat and standing behind Ruby in under a second, and then she immediately gripped the dwarf’s ginger ponytail and wound it tightly into her fist like she was trying to put her in a stress position. “There. Now your tiny body is ready for puking.”

“I didn’t say it was gonna happen immediately!” Ruby protested when Khara’s firm grip started to pull the petite woman halfway up out of her seat. “I’m fucking fine, you can let me go!”

“You are certain?” Khara asked.

“Fucking yes!” Ruby cried. “I don’t need tea, I don’t need my hair held, I just want to fucking sit here!”

“As you wish, tiny dwarf.” Khara released her grip on the redhead and let her drop back into her seat.

“Just go back to talking about the wall,” Ruby grumbled as she loosened her tight ponytail. “You were talking about finishing the wall before the orcs get here.”

“Yes, and we have even more granite to build the wall now!” Nika came back from the kitchen and poured me some more coffee. “The boys and I went on a very successful quarry run last night and got so much more stone!”

I had been all prepared to ask Ruby if she was really feeling alright since she was usually feisty but not quite so touchy, but Nika’s words knocked my planned question right out of my head.

“Sorry, you did what?” I demanded instead.

“Sawsaw went, too,” my oldest son said quickly. “No trouble.”

“See?” Nika smirked. “Even Sawsaw says we did not run into any trouble! I wanted you to see what good soldiers your boys are so you know it is time for us to make more!”

“I appreciate you getting more granite,” I said. “And I’m glad everything went smoothly, but one good night is not enough, Nika. My decision still stands.”

The goblin woman’s expression deflated, but she quickly narrowed her eyes, straightened my patrol cap on her head, and jabbed her finger in every gob boy’s face except for Sawsaw.

“You heard your father!” Nika said. “He needs to see hard results if I’m going to get the big, hard, throbbing result that I’m looking for!”

“Ick!” Blink gagged at his mother’s implication.

“What did you say?” Nika’s shoe was in her hand in under a second, and then she smacked the little green monster with it until he fell backward in his chair. Then he bolted toward the door, but Nika waved her shoe and started to chase right after him. She only paused for a moment on the threshold to turn around and look at the rest of the goblin boys.

“If you aren’t all on the lawn in under a minute to keep building that wall,” Nika warned, “I will throw each and every one of you off the top of the watchtower and watch you try to scramble back up out of the trenches if you don’t break all your bones first.”

Nika disappeared out the door, and the goblins all pushed back from the table and fell over each other in their eagerness to follow her. Only Sawsaw moved with any dignity, but I knew that was because he could outrun them all as soon as he got outside.

“Oh, wow,” Tamzin whispered when the boys were all gone. “Nika is such a good mother!”

“She’s really taken to the discipline side of things lately,” I chuckled. “Come on, now that we’ve eaten, let me show you around your new home. Ruby, would you like to come with us?”

“I should go supervise Nika and the boys before we end up with an upside-down wall,” Ruby answered.

“How can a wall be upside down?” Tamzin asked.

“Believe me, it can be,” Ruby snorted, and then she stomped out of the house to follow my goblin wife.

“I do not think Ruby likes me very much.” Tamzin frowned.

“Oh, she’s just hormonal,” Calli assured the dryad. “Don’t worry about her, she’ll be fine.”

I wondered if my siren wife was right and it was only hormones, or if there was something else going on with Ruby. I made a note to ask her about it later. I noticed that Tamzin also seemed a little unconvinced by Calli’s assurance, but at least everyone else seemed to be making the dryad feel right at home.

“We’ll clean up breakfast!” Abby volunteered and grabbed Akana and the little goblin girl’s hands to volunteer them at the same time.

“But, Abby!” my goblin daughter whispered. “I thought you said we--”

“Shh, later!” Abby hissed and then smiled brightly at me. “Your Aunt Calli worked so hard to make breakfast, so we want to clean up as a thank you!”

“I have this strange feeling that you’re not telling me everything,” I sighed. “But as long as you don’t have plans to kill anybody this morning, I’ll just say thanks and let you clean up if you want to.”

“Oh, we don’t have any plans to kill anyone this morning!” the goblin girl said. “We won’t kill anyone until--”

“Strawberry, shhh!” Abby muttered.

“Strawberry?” I raised an eyebrow.

“That’s not my name,” the goblin girl giggled. “Abby just keeps calling me different things to see if I like any of them!”

“Good luck,” I said with a smirk. “Don’t get into too much trouble.”

After the girls all clattered into the kitchen to clean the plates, Khara said she would take a turn at the kiln to give Timber a chance to focus on just building the wall. That left only Calliope and Tamzin with me, and both stunning women instantly looped their arms through mine.

“I can help the boys on the wall in a moment,” Calli said. “But would you two mind if I joined you on your tour?”

“Not at all,” Tamzin said quickly. “It is the least I can do, after such a delicious breakfast.”

“Thank you for eating so much, even though you said you were full,” Calli replied as I led both women out onto the front lawn.

“I was full of the life force that I require to stay strong and alive,” Tamzin explained. “But that does not mean I do not appreciate delicious food when it is cooked to perfection. You do not only get full on the blood of your enemies, do you?”

“No, I like all sorts of food,” Calli agreed. “Blood and terror are just the most nourishing!”

“It is the same for me.” Tamzin shrugged. “But breath instead of blood.”

“How wonderful!” Calli whispered. “I am so glad you decided to come home with Ken Jewell! We all told him that he should throw the dryad over his shoulder and carry her home no matter what, but I am glad you decided to come on your own!”

“I do not think I would have protested if he had thrown me over his shoulder,” Tamzin said seriously as she gave my broad shoulders an admiring glance.

I smirked at both women as I led them to the vegetable garden first. We showed Tamzin all the different fruits and vegetables that we were growing here, and then we showed her the progress we had made so far on the granite wall.

She gasped when I told her all about the quarry and our recent raids, and she gasped again when Calli and I showed her the limestone kiln and Ruby’s workshop. We ran into Markus and Maximus on our way to the barn, and after both boys stammered their way through their introductions, we showed Tamzin the barn with all the stalls, the chicken coop, the milking parlor, and the pigpen inside.

The green-haired dryad was surprised that everything was inside the barn until I explained that the gobs liked to try and eat the livestock. She nodded with understanding, and when Calli asked her what dryad babies were like, Tamzin reminded her of the situation.

“I bet you are going to make the most amazing babies together,” Calli sighed. “They will be the most beautiful baby dryads with you two as their parents. I am sure they will grow tall and strong as they stretch toward the suns’ light.”

“She’s not actually going to give birth to trees,” I laughed. “Even though I’m sure our children will enjoy being in the suns’ light as much as Tamzin does.”

“Neither of you know how dryad babies are made,” Calli pointed out. “Maybe she will give birth to a seed, and she will have to plant it in the ground so it grows up into a beautiful dryad! Or maybe she will have to carry it for six months like Ruby, but then the new baby will only feed on the light of the suns and the breath of our enemies!”

“It is very exciting not knowing all the details,” Tamzin said.

“Exciting is one word for it,” I muttered but still smiled at the two women. “I do know one thing, though. I want to make good and sure that we’re ready to defend our home so I can keep all of you and our children safe.”

“Does that mean we can help you make black powder today?” Calli’s blue eyes were wide with excitement.

“You bet,” I said. “I want to make enough bombs to blow the whole orc army to pieces, or at least as many of them as we can, and I need a whole lot of black powder before I can assemble any bombs or grenades.”

Calli and I took Tamzin to the fields next so we could show her the grazing livestock and all the crops we were growing. When we were at the edge of the wheat field, we found Torrance and Matilda both kneeling while they examined the soil there. As soon as they saw us, Matilda jumped to her feet, and her father pushed himself up more slowly.

“Who are you?” Matilda blurted, but then she turned red at how obviously jealous the question had sounded.

“Don’t be silly, my girl,” Torrance chuckled and held out his hand to Tamzin. “This must be the famous dryad who was going to be offered as a sacrifice to the Holy Twins.”

“Until Ken Jewell saved me.” The dryad grasped the old farmer’s hand with a smile. “You have kind eyes for a human.”

“Aren’t you sweet as plum pie to say so?” Torrance took off his hat and scratched his head.

“Quartermaster Torrance is the best,” Calli agreed. “He is helpful at everything he does, and his green thumb can grow anything!”

“I don’t know if that’ll still be helpful, now that we have a dryad like yourself living with us, ma’am,” Torrance told Tamzin. “But I’ll keep doing my best.”

“I am very good with trees,” Tamzin said. “But not so good with other plants. Have no fear. I could never replace someone as valuable as yourself, Quartermaster Torrance.”

“Yeah,” Matilda grumbled, but she blushed again when she realized she had spoken louder than she meant to.

“I could never replace any member of Ken’s family,” Tamzin said as she turned her attention to Matilda.

“I didn’t mean--”

“I know what you meant.” The dryad fixed her intense gaze on the human girl until Matilda had to look away. “But lucky for you, I can tell why you said it, so I am not angry.”

Tamzin leaned forward then and whispered something in Matilda’s ear, but it was so low that I couldn’t hear the words. When she finished, Matilda’s face was white, but she nodded and lowered her blue-gray eyes.

I didn’t ask what she said. I could tell Matilda felt bad about her words, and I was grateful that Tamzin was such a patient woman. Of course, I didn’t tell Matilda that once the dryad got mad, she got so mad that she could have crushed her throat like it was made of porcelain. But I had a feeling whatever Tamzin told her was enough to make Matilda watch her words around her more carefully from now on.

“So, is everything okay with the wheat, Torrance?” I asked. “You looked like you were studying something down there.”

“Just checking the health of the soil,” the old farmer explained. “We’re still at an okay moisture level, but I want to add some more nutrients to the soil pretty soon just to make sure our first wheat harvest is outstanding.”

“I trust your judgment,” I said. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“Will do, Ken,” Torrance said.

The old farmer put his hat back on and tipped it to us like we were in an old Western. Then he went back to checking on the soil with his daughter while Calli and I led Tamzin along the last leg of our tour. After we finished inspecting the homestead, we ended up by the siren’s pond.

“Your home is incredible,” Tamzin said.

“Our home,” I corrected her. “Everything here is yours now, too.”

“Even those?” the dryad whispered as she pointed to the trees across the river.

“Especially those,” I laughed. “As soon as we make our first batch of black powder and leave it out in the suns to dry, we can go see the trees.”

“I would like that very much,” the dryad said, and she sent me a smile so beautiful that I ended up staring at her plump lips much longer than I intended to.

Then my siren wife’s musical giggle snapped me back to the present, and I spent the rest of the morning with Calli and Tamzin as we worked on making the black powder portion of our bombs. Thanks to my earlier experiments with the powder, I already knew the proportions of all our ingredients, so we started by boiling the saltpeter from Elvira’s shop until it dissolved.

While Calli kept stirring the boiling saltpeter, I made enough charcoal for us to use, and then Tamzin combined the charcoal with Elvira’s powdered sulfur. This kept her well away from any fire during the creation process, but she was still able to see how we made everything.

Once the saltpeter was ready, we added the combination of charcoal and sulfur so the final product would be a mixture of seventy-five parts saltpeter, fifteen parts charcoal, and ten parts sulfur. Then we used cheese cloths to strain everything, and we laid out all the cheese cloths on the south lawn so the mixture could dry completely in the suns. Since the suns were especially warm today, I was pretty sure the mixture would be dry by early afternoon, and then we could move on to the rest of the process.

But since I had promised Tamzin to show her the trees south of the river, we left the drying black powder in the suns for now.

Calli dove into her pond so she could swim into the river from there. The river funneled underneath the southern defensive wall into the siren’s pond, and she was already flipping happily back and forth in the water by the time Tamzin and I had crossed the drawbridge and then moved south to the bridge over the river.

“It is a perfect day for a swim!” Calli called as the petal-like scales over her nipples flashed in the suns’ light before she disappeared back underwater.

“Maybe we’ll join you later, once I get a few things finished up,” I said, since I couldn’t think of anything better than swimming with the two underdark beauties in the light of the afternoon suns.

The blonde siren waved and then streaked away through the water like a bright rainbow below the surface. Then we reached the trees on the other side of the bridge, but Tamzin said nothing. She just looked up at their towering branches, ran her fingers along their thick bark, and closed her eyes as her thick, wild hair swayed back and forth gently in the wind.

I felt a little bad that there were so many stumps scattered around from trees I’d cut to make things around our home, but I couldn’t help it. I needed lumber to make the things we needed, but I always used everything I chopped down.

“There are so many trees here, and they are all so beautiful!” Tamzin finally whispered and turned toward me with a smile. “I always imagined that trees up here would be prettier in the daylight, but I never dreamed that the leaves would look like they’re dancing in the light and in the wind. And I certainly never thought trees would sound different in the daytime than they do at night!”

“I’m glad you like them,” I said as her hand found mine. “You can do anything you want to with these trees, and you can grow anything you’d like here. I do have to chop down trees pretty often to use for stuff around the homestead, but I never let anything go to waste.”

“I can tell.” Tamzin squeezed my hand. “It is obvious that you know what you are doing. Just like it is obvious when the idiots from the village hack apart trees the same way werewolves rip apart their prey. They leave perfectly good branches scattered all over the ground too, but you have used everything you cut down.”

“There’s no reason to be wasteful.” I shrugged.

“I can see this is just one more reason why you are such a good grove leader,” the dryad said. “But now that I am here, I should be able to help keep you in a good supply of timber.”

I leaned up against a pine trunk and watched Tamzin play under the trees for a while. The dryad moved gracefully from one tree to another, and every time she rested her forehead against a trunk, she mouthed quiet words I couldn’t hear. Then she jumped up to grasp the lowest limb and swung herself up into the branches, and sometimes she climbed so high that I could barely see her through the thick clusters of pine needles.

Every time Tamzin dropped back to the ground, she smiled at me like the sun coming out from behind a cloud, and then she skipped to the next tree to repeat the whole process. When she finally returned to my side, her dark brown eyes were bright with excitement.

“I know we do not have time for me to meet all the trees today,” the dryad said. “But I have made a good start! You have a beautiful forest here, Ken Jewell.”

“I’m glad you like it.” I slipped my hand around hers. “Now, what do you say we go work on making some things explode?”

“Yes, please!” Tamzin giggled.

My wives might all be really different from each other, but if I knew one thing for sure, it was that they all loved to watch things blow up. We still had to finish the black powder before we made our explosive combination with the ground-up cave crystals, but the suns were warm enough that we should be able to finish the job by dark today.

When Tamzin and I reached the other side of the bridge, I saw a glimmer of blonde hair duck around the southeastern corner of the wall. I knew Calli was still swimming in the river, and this meant the blonde hair could only belong to my siren daughter. I heard giggles a few seconds later, and I glanced at Tamzin with a raised eyebrow.

“I don’t know about you, but those giggles sound awfully suspicious to me,” I snickered.

“Highly suspicious,” Tamzin said with a smirk.

I put my finger to my lips and led the dryad along the perimeter of the wall. We moved as quietly as possible so we could sneak up on Abby and see what the little siren was up to, and the moment we turned the corner, I didn’t know whether I should be worried or just really fucking proud of her.

Abby, Akana, and my goblin daughter were all perched on the edge of the ten-feet-deep trench next to the eastern wall. They were giggling as they all bent over a wood and metal trap of some sort, but there was already a row of the same traps all along the edge of the trench. They looked like crude bear traps, and the metal teeth looked sharp enough to cut right down to the bone if somebody snapped them shut.

“I guess you finished cleaning up breakfast,” I said as I stepped around the corner.

All three girls jumped, and the trap they were setting up sprang shut. It closed on nothing but air, but the sound still made the girls jump again, and they immediately followed this up with a chorus of giggles.

“What are you three doing?” I demanded.

“Just setting up defenses for our home!” Abby declared.

“Don’t you think you could do that by helping your brothers out with the wall?” I asked.

“Little Razorblade is too small to help lift the granite yet.” Abby patted her goblin sister’s candy-red ringlets.

“No, Razorblade isn’t right, either,” my goblin daughter sighed. “We’ll keep trying other names until we get it right!”

“You might be too little to help with the wall,” I told the red-haired goblin. “But Akana and Abby aren’t.”

“Okay yes, maybe, but wait until you see what we’ve been working on!” Abby said quickly. “Our little sister had the greatest idea to help defend against any orcs or soldiers or bounty hunters who find us here, and it will be so much fun to see their faces when they find our surprise!”

“You’re not hoping any of them will show up here, are you?” I frowned at Abby. “And you’re not singing any songs to try to attract them here, right?”

“No,” Abby pouted. “Akana says we have to be patient and wait for them to come to us when they are ready. Then we will smash them and scatter them into a thousand pieces.”

“As long as you leave enough of their bodies behind for me to use as fertilizer for my trees,” Tamzin said. “Decomposing bodies give such wonderful nutrients to trees in the deep, deep underdark and on the surface world. They are especially useful when they are buried in the soil immediately after death, while all their nutrients are still fresh.”

“You can have as many bodies as you want!” Abby said, but then Akana tugged her older sister’s arm and cleared her throat. “And Akana says she would love to help make your trees grow big and tall!”

Akana nodded as her little fangs bit into her top lip.

“You are all very sweet to share your future kills with me,” Tamzin said with a smile.

“Why don’t you show me what you have planned?” I asked the girls. “It looks like a hell of a lot of bear traps to me.”

“Yes, but it is not for catching bears!” the little goblin girl giggled. “It is to catch our enemies and make them suffer!”

“We took all our materials from the wagon that Auntie Khara destroyed when she was giving birth,” Abby explained. “We have been creating all of these traps, and now that they are ready, we are setting them up and just need to hide them!”

“When anyone tries to attack us, the drawbridge will be up, so they will have no choice but to cross the trench to try and reach us,” my goblin daughter said. “I thought about putting the traps in the bottom of the trench, but it is possible that our enemies will use ladders or ropes to scale across the trench instead of walking across it. Akana told Abby that orcs tend to use a lot of ladders in battle.”

“So you decided to put the traps along the edge of the trench instead?” I guessed.

“Yes, but we are also going to scatter them across the field, too!” the goblin girl said. “So when they come to the trench and try to set up their ladders, they will step in these traps. The traps will snap around their ankles, the teeth will sink in all the way to their bones, and it will cause them so much pain and make them very weak!”

“What if one enemy steps in the trap and then raises the alert to all the other attackers?” Tamzin asked. “The rest of them might be able to avoid the traps if they realize they are there.”

“Not the way we have set it up,” Abby said proudly. “We have linked them all together, so if one trap goes off, all the others will, too! It will happen so fast that no one will be able to avoid them, and it will sound like a symphony of snapping traps and the screams of our wounded enemies!”

“That’s impressive,” I said, even though I could already see the potential for some issues with this approach. But it was pretty damn good for a group of little monster girls, and I decided to let them learn from experience on this one, given how solid the rest of our defenses were at this point.

“It was her idea.” Abby wrapped her arm around the little goblin girl. “She is very good at traps. Oh, and it was Akana’s idea to hide them in the tall grass, not just along the edge of the trench! And to cover up the ones by the trench with more grass!”

“What about Charlie and the other horses?” I pointed out. “How are they supposed to avoid the traps if you cover them up so well?”

“You worry too much, Daddy!” the little goblin girl giggled.

“You sound like your mother, sweetie,” I said.

“We are only putting traps in the tall grass,” Abby explained. “Not the grass that the horses have trampled down to make a path from here to the river. As long as the horses stay on the path, they will be fine!”

“And what about your brothers?” I asked. “Will they be able to avoid the traps, too?”

“Only if they behave like good soldiers,” my goblin daughter said with a frown. “I want to go on sneaks with them, but Ma won’t allow them on sneaks until they start really following orders. They have to stop slaughtering all the livestock without asking permission, and they have to be reliable, dependable members of Clan Jewell!”

“So you haven’t been tempted to slaughter any livestock without permission?” I asked a little skeptically.

I would forever be wary of baby goblins and their voracious slaughtering appetites, but I couldn’t deny, my little goblin daughter hadn’t caused me a lick of trouble.

Yet.

“Nope!” the goblin girl replied. “It’s kind of boring to kill farm animals. It’s much more interesting to hunt wendigos and other more exciting prey!”

“I’m glad you feel that way,” I chuckled. “But what did you mean that the boys will only be able to avoid the traps if they behave?”

“I’m going to tell all of my brothers that we have set up traps everywhere,” Abby said with her hands on her hips. “And if they don’t get their act together like Auntie Nika wants, then I won’t tell them where the traps are or how to avoid them!”

Akana tugged on the siren girl’s arm again and made a sawing motion with her other arm.

“Oh right, except for Sawsaw,” Abby said quickly. “We have already told him where all the traps will be, and he is very excited about them!”

“We all want to go on sneaks with our brothers,” the goblin girl sighed. “So, our brothers need to step up their game.”

“I agree with you on that much,” I replied. “I’m glad to see you’re all taking so much initiative with our home defenses, but make sure you can remember where every single trap is. I don’t want any of us to accidentally set them off. Even Calli’s salves won’t help if somebody gets an artery punctured.”

“Okay, Daddy!” Abby giggled. “I will draw a map so we remember where all the traps are, and I will also make sure to add to the map as we hide even more traps everywhere!”

I sighed and rolled my eyes, but there was no arguing with the three bloodthirsty little girls. If they wanted to set up a bunch of bear traps to snap off the feet of our enemies, then I wasn’t going to say no. Besides, there was a clear path leading away from the drawbridge where the horses had trampled down the grass. But I still made sure the girls promised not to set traps there or further than ten feet away from the trench, and they also promised to stamp down a path through the grass so we could still reach the bridge that went over the river.

“Are you still excited to have a baby?” I smirked as I led Tamzin back over the drawbridge. “They’ll always be up to no good, even if they are cute as hell.”

“I cannot wait to have a baby with you,” Tamzin sighed. “I hope we will have the most beautiful, mischievous baby that I can imagine!”

“Then I’m sure we will.” I kissed her cheek. “Now, let’s see if we can get up to some mischief ourselves.”

It was time to make some bombs.
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Chapter 16

When we returned to the south lawn, we found that the black powder had dried in the suns, so we gathered it all up to continue the process. We dampened the dried lumps, ground them up into a fine powder, and then spread the new powder out in the suns to dry again.

Calli and Khara had been working on smashing underdark crystals to pieces ever since the siren finished her swim, and when I checked their progress, it looked like they had made enough crystal powder to go with all the black powder we had made. As soon as the damp black powder dried out, we should be able to create a hell of a lot of bombs with all these ingredients.

I just hoped we would be able to use them where and when I wanted.

As long as I could convince the orcs that Khara was in the duke’s castle, we would really be set up for success. I just had to get the perfume from Elvira tomorrow, leave a scent trail from the quarry to the castle, and then keep my fingers crossed that the orcs would take the bait and attack Duke Bellfrey’s forces.

Then the best-case scenario would be for both forces to obliterate each other, but even the worst-case scenario meant the surviving force would still be considerably weakened. And that was when our bombs would come in handy against whichever force was left standing.

While I waited for the fine black powder to finish drying, I helped my family continue working on the wall. We had already made faster progress than I thought we would, especially with Nika’s surprise quarry run last night. Maybe my goblin wife really was whipping the boys into shape. It certainly seemed like it so far based on how enthusiastically they were building the wall, but I didn’t want to get my hopes up just yet.

“You don’t have to help us with the wall,” I told Tamzin when she flexed her fingers and moved toward a granite block. “I know you had a rough few days in the village, so if you need to rest, that’s okay.”

“I have rested enough.” The dryad shrugged. “Besides, I fed on the life force of most of the jail guards. I feel quite satisfied for now.”

“What happens when you get hungry again?” Ruby muttered from where she was bent over a bucket of limestone mortar.

“Then I will hunt and find something to feed on,” Tamzin answered. “You do not have to be concerned, Ruby. I will not feed on anyone here. Unless they want me to, of course.”

My head swam at the memory of exchanging breath with the mesmerizing dryad, and I shook myself to focus just in time to see Tamzin lift a block of granite by herself like it was a stray piece of firewood.

“Holy fucking shit,” Ruby whispered. “She’s as strong as an ox!”

“As strong as a dryad,” Tamzin corrected with a light laugh.

“Fuck me.” Ruby shook her head. “Of course you’re fucking strong, too. I don’t know why I expected anything else. Beautiful, strong, magic light under your skin, what else? Can you grow vines out of your ears, too? Or can you grow saplings out of your ass to replace all the trees that I cut down for the homestead? Or how about--”

“That’s enough,” I said firmly before the green light shimmering beneath Tamzin’s dark skin started to glimmer any more brightly.

“It’s fine, love,” Tamzin told me. “She is only hormonal, a perfectly understandable state for a pregnant woman to be in.”

“Look here, dryad,” Ruby growled. “Just because I’m pregnant doesn’t mean that I don’t know exactly what I’m saying, so when I say your toenails probably look like tree fungus--”

“I said that’s enough!” I closed the distance between me and the redhead before she could finish her sentence.

At the stern tone in my voice, even Nika looked up from where she was bossing the gobs around, but she quickly refocused when Canigo almost ran over her foot with a wheelbarrow of granite.

“But--” Ruby started.

“Nope.” I cut her off and then promptly scooped the petite redhead up in my arms. “You’re coming with me. Everybody else, back to work.”

“Put me down!” Ruby protested. “I won’t say anything else about the dryad, I promise!”

“Nope,” I said again as I started carrying her toward the new stone watchtower. “Not until we have ourselves a little chat.”

She kicked and squirmed in my arms, but I just held on tight as I made my way up the stairs. Even when I reached the top where we were out of everyone else’s earshot, I kept her tight in my arms and looked down at her with a frown.

“Now,” I said. “Are you gonna tell me what’s really bothering you, or are you just going to keep insulting my new wife like it’s your job?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” Ruby huffed, even though it was hard for her to look convincingly mad since she was helpless in my arms.

“Last time I checked, your hormones hadn’t made you a rampaging insult machine against anyone except for Tamzin,” I said. “So, what’s going on?”

“Put me down, and maybe I’ll tell you,” Ruby challenged.

“As long as you know your little legs aren’t gonna carry you very far if you try to run,” I warned.

“Hey, laugh it up now, but I know for a fact you like it when these little legs are draped over your shoulders.” Ruby tried to shimmy her tits, but the movement threw her off balance, and only my arms around her kept her from falling and bashing her cute little brains all over our new stone watchtower.

“Easy, tiger,” I chuckled, since it was impossible to stay mad at the adorable redhead even if she had insulted my dryad wife’s toenails for some reason.

Not that it was hard to figure out the reason, but I still wanted Ruby to admit it herself.

I set her down gently on the ground, and she sank onto a wooden bench that we had set up in the corner of the watchtower. She dropped her head into her hands and hid her gaze from me, but I let her take a few breaths to pull herself together.

When I sat down on the bench beside her, I rested my hand gently on her lower back. “What’s going on, Ruby?”

“It’s Tamzin,” Ruby admitted.

“What about her?” I asked.

“I feel bad just being around her!” Ruby blurted as her hazel eyes finally met mine. “And of course she’s all gracious and nice and beautiful about it. It would be easier if she was a total bitch, but no, no, of course she’s fucking perfect.”

I didn’t say anything and just waited for her to keep going. The petite woman was already sitting up a little straighter now that she had gotten a little of what was bothering her off her chest, and Ruby was too damn fiery to keep all her opinions to herself for much longer.

“She’s a dryad,” Ruby continued a few seconds later. “I’m a dwarf.”

“So I’ve heard,” I said dryly.

“Well, I feel bad about it!” Ruby said. “Dwarves have been shit on by just about every other race in the underdark, but dryads are one of the few races that dwarves got to shit on instead. We’re responsible for a lot of fucking dryad deaths so we could get their fucking sacred trees and make our fucking gussani rope, but… fuck me! I didn’t know they couldn’t have fucking babies, ya know?”

“Until now,” I reminded her.

“I know your magic tool has the power to undo a thousand generational curses,” Ruby sighed. “But that doesn’t change the fact that dwarves are responsible for a lot-- and I really mean a lot-- of dead dryads in the first place. And trust me when I say, those deaths were not usually pretty or quick.”

“You know there’s no point in feeling bad about something that already happened,” I said. “That won’t actually change anything. Do you think Nika feels bad about what the goblins have done to the dwarves and other races in the past?”

“No,” Ruby laughed. “No, I definitely don’t think she does.”

“So…” I raised my eyebrows.

“I know, you’re right.” Ruby scooted closer to me on the bench so she could lean her head on my shoulder.

“There’s also not much point in being so defensive and touchy about everything,” I added as I slid my arm around her waist. “I know in the underdark, you always had to be on defense and strike first before your enemy did, but Tamzin isn’t the enemy, and this isn’t the underdark.”

“Meaning?” Ruby craned her neck to look up at me, and I kissed her button nose.

“Meaning you don’t have to push her away because you’re scared she’s gonna reject you first,” I said.

“Whoa.” Ruby blinked and then made an exploding sound at the same time her fist made a gesture like an explosive going off. “It’s like you set off a bomb in my mind, and now it’s fucking blown.”

“We call that a truth bomb back on Earth,” I laughed. “Tamzin is Tamzin, and you’re still my Ruby. You know that.”

“Even when my hormones make me stupidly fucking insecure?” Ruby whispered.

“Yep,” I said and then kissed her cheek.

“Even when I say really mean things that I don’t mean to your jaw-droppingly beautiful new wife?” Ruby asked.

“Yep,” I said and then kissed her other cheek.

“Even when I--”

“Yep,” I cut her off, and this time, I kissed her plush pink lips.

Ruby didn’t even try to pull away and finish her question. She just leaned into me like I was a life raft on a stormy ocean, and then I lost myself in the sea of her mouth. Sweetness and saltiness washed over me in wave after wave, until I realized that I had pulled the petite redhead into my lap so I could better devour her.

“Hmmm…” I nibbled on her lower lip and then pulled back. “We should probably get back to the others before we test out how soundproof our new watchtower is.”

“Or how soundproof it’s not,” Ruby snickered.

“How about it?” I asked. “Does going back to work sound like something you can do now?”

“Yeah, I can do that,” Ruby replied. “I’m feeling much more like my usual amazing fucking self.”

“Good to hear,” I said, and after another kiss, she slid off my lap again.

“Thanks for listening.” Ruby grabbed the front of my shirt as soon as I stood up and pulled me down so she could kiss me one more time. “You’re the best.”

I slipped my hand into hers and led her back down the watchtower stairs to rejoin the rest of our family working on the wall. It looked like Tamzin had been moving one granite block after another under Nika’s direction, but Nika and Fetch were both missing at the moment. Even though Tamzin was left holding a hefty granite slab by herself, it didn’t even look like the dryad was straining.

“Okay, where were we?” Ruby put her hands on her hips and looked around the worksite.

“Nika has been telling me where to place the granite,” Tamzin said. “She is chasing Fetch down with her shoe right now though, so I have been holding this block for a while since I am not sure where it goes.”

“Shit, sorry!” Ruby said quickly. “Come with me, and I’ll show you how to stack it!”

Tamzin raised an eyebrow at me.

“Don’t worry, I’ve calmed down,” Ruby told her. “Sorry for what I said about your toenails. And your ass. And everything. Your ass is perfect, and I’m sure your toenails and literally everything else about you is perfect, too.”

“I think I understand,” Tamzin said and then winked at me. “I might claim a bite from you later when our husband is not looking to make us even, but otherwise, consider it in the past.”

“Noted,” Ruby giggled. “Come on, this way.”

“Have fun.” I kissed the feisty redhead’s hair and then watched her lead the dryad toward a new portion of the wall.

As soon as Ruby and Tamzin started working as a team, the dwarf woman seemed to forget her earlier weirdness with the dryad. They worked well together, and I was glad that they both seemed eager to move past the history between their two races.

Hell, if Nika and Ruby could be like sisters when goblins had a long history of eating dwarves like snacks and destroying everything they built, then a dwarf could definitely get along with a dryad.

The black powder was finally dry late that afternoon, so I told everyone to take a break so they could watch the test runs of our explosives. My family and Torrance’s family all climbed to the top of the southern wall to watch, but Tamzin, Calli, Sawsaw, and I crossed the river and started to make our final combinations.

We kept to the original recipe so we would make the same sized explosives that we used during the Goblin Bluizz. We used one cup of black powder, one and a half teaspoons of crystal dust, two tablespoons of mana mushroom powder, and a dash of lichen for a little dramatic flare since it gave off a neon green light when it was burned. It was careful work to scrape the final product into hollowed-out logs, but we managed to do the first few without any trouble.

I wanted to test out one of the bombs before we made too many though, just to make sure everything was squared away. After I put the lid on one of the logs and threaded the fuse, I told Tamzin, Sawsaw, and Calli to stand back. I stood with my back to the wind so I could light the fuse, and as soon as it started to burn, I set the bomb down inside a half-hollow tree stump about fifteen feet away from the river.

Then my ass tore across the grass to get away from the explosion in time. I crouched between Sawsaw and my two wives behind another stump, and I could hear Nika’s excited cheers even from across the river. I felt like we were about to start up a Fourth of July barbecue, and I couldn’t help but grin like a little kid who just got to light his first firework.

About ten seconds after I lit the fuse, the bomb went off.

A massive explosion rocked the ground like someone had pulled the dirt out from under us, and all four of us ended up on our asses. Neon green smoke poured into the air so thick that I couldn’t even see the wall of our home, and the cheers of my family were blocked out by the sudden loud ringing in my ears.

The blast was louder and bigger than I had expected. The smoke hovered above the site of the explosion like it wasn’t sure where to go from here, but I could barely think straight with the intense ringing in my ears. Then I felt Calli’s fingers grasp mine, and Tamzin and Sawsaw joined their hands with ours, too.

The ringing slowly faded until I realized that Calli was singing softly to help get rid of the effects of the blast. Even the green smoke seemed to clear faster as she kept singing, and pretty soon, I felt as good as new.

“That was a surprise,” I muttered. “It shouldn’t have made that big of an explosion.”

“That might be my fault,” Calli said with a sheepish grin. “I didn’t get to see the bombs go off for the Goblin Bluizz, and I kind of wanted to see a really big explosion, so…”

“Sawsaw,” my son groaned and rubbed his sore ass.

“Did you tamper with the recipe?” I tried to frown, but my siren wife looked so cute with her girlish smile that I couldn’t really be mad.

“I only added a little extra crystal powder to that one!” Calli said quickly. “I slipped it in when you weren’t looking, but the other bombs and the rest of the mixture all have the right proportion of ingredients.”

“Was it a satisfying enough explosion for you, or should we go again?” I smirked.

“It was very pretty,” Calli admitted. “Like the shimmer of a dozen siren tails all flashing back and forth on a hunt.”

“I was worried there would be more fire, but it happened so quickly that it seemed like there was only light and smoke,” Tamzin said with a glance at the last green wisps as they drifted away. “I would like to do it again.”

“Let’s check the damage first,” I chuckled.

My hearing was fine now, so I could hear Nika and Ruby shouting enthusiastically from across the river, and I waved to show them we were fine. Then I led Sawsaw, Tamzin, and Calli to the tree stump. Or at least, to what had been the tree stump.

It was completely destroyed. The only thing left was a charred, smoking hole in the ground, and I could just make out the edges of the thick trunk where it emerged from the soil. But the rest of the two-foot-high and three-foot-wide stump was gone.

“Ooh, sorry about that, Tamzin.” Calli winced. “I didn’t think it would completely destroy the tree stump, but I guess the stump was dead already, anyway.”

“It is not really dead.” The green-haired dryad smiled. “As long as it has roots, it is not dead. Watch.”

Tamzin stepped into the middle of the smoking blast site and knelt on the charred ground. She dug both her hands into the soil, closed her eyes, and then whispered so quietly that I couldn’t hear a damn thing she said. The veins in her wrists flickered with emerald light below her skin, and the wind seemed to pick up around us so it could sway her thick and kinky green hair back and forth like the leaves of a tree.

Then the soil beneath our feet started to tremble.

The dryad stood up so she could step out of the blasted tree stump, but her hair continued to sway back and forth as she kept her eyes closed. I peered over her shoulder and realized that the charred soil was no longer visible in the bottom of the stump.

It had been replaced by pale green wood instead, and I watched with my jaw half-open as the wood began to twist and turn like a rope that was slowly being wound together. It circled around the base of the blast site and then spiraled up into the air, and the wood began to grow darker and thicker with every foot gained, so it looked as mature as the other trees that towered above us.

It kept gradually rising higher until a web of smaller limbs finally branched out about two feet taller than me and exploded in a growth of new green leaves. The tree stopped growing after that, but its limbs were stretched toward the suns like it had been there for years instead of minutes.

“Not bad for my first time with a surface world tree.” Tamzin’s hands were on her hips as she tilted her head back and smiled up at the branches overhead. “I think I actually might become a helpful member of our family.”

“Not bad? Helpful?” I managed. “That was unbelievable! You just regrew a whole damn tree! That was like a miracle.”

“Ohh, that might be true, but I think I may have also overdone it a bit,” Tamzin said as her body swayed slightly.

I leaped forward to support her, and Sawsaw darted forward so he could drape her other arm over his shoulder. We helped her sit down, but Calli was the one who knelt in front of her. The blonde siren grasped the dryad’s face, tilted her head, and then kissed her on the mouth.

Tamzin’s lips instantly parted to devour Calli’s. For a moment, their mouths locked together so tightly that it looked like they’d been sealed shut so their tongues could explore each other in peace. Then the dryad took a deep inhale that made her green hair spark again, and the siren pulled herself away from the other woman so she could rock backward on her heels.

“Better?” Calli blinked her big blue eyes, and from the way she was swaying, I could tell my siren wife was trying to get the world to come back into focus after Tamzin had borrowed a little of her life force.

“Thank you,” Tamzin whispered. “You are very generous for a siren.”

“Anything for one of my sister-wives,” Calli said with a little laugh, but then she reached out and grabbed my arm for support. “Even if it did leave me a little bit spinny.”

“I promise I only took a little,” Tamzin said. “You’ll feel like yourself again in just a moment.”

“I can tell,” the beautiful blonde said. “I can see now that there is only one of you instead of two.”

“Thanks, love,” I told Calli with a quick kiss to her cheek. “Have I told you lately how thoughtful you are?”

“If I am thoughtful or generous, it is only because you were this way to me first,” Calli said. “I did not know it was possible to live with others and not always be trying to steal the best pieces of kill from them. You were the one who showed me that, Ken Jewell.”

“If you say so.” I smiled. “You both feeling okay now?”

“Very much, yes,” Tamzin answered, and when Calli nodded too, I helped both women stand up.

“Good, I’m glad,” I said. “I’m still fucking floored by the fact that you regrew a tree, Tamzin. It’s impressive as hell, but make sure you don’t do too much and overexert yourself. You don’t have to prove your value to this family. You’re already a part of it, remember?”

“Thank you.” Tamzin lowered her dark brown eyes.

“Wagon tracks,” Sawsaw suddenly whispered and clapped his meaty green hand on my shoulder. “Wagon tracks!”

My oldest son was staring up at the new tree, but I immediately realized what he meant. If Tamzin could damn near resurrect a tree, I bet she would be able to help us hide our wagon tracks through the forest by the quarry, too.

Then we really would be unstoppable.

I would ask her about it once she had rested a little more from the latest demonstration of her powers. For now, we spent the rest of the afternoon putting together several dozen bombs and making sure each one was carefully sealed and stored so it wouldn’t go off by accident.

By the time we stashed them safely in Ruby’s workshop, the first sun had gone down. We took a break to have dinner, and then I decided to keep working on the wall until the second sun disappeared over the western horizon and we had our second dinner.

Since it had been a hell of a day, I wanted us all to get plenty of rest. We could go on another quarry run tomorrow night after I got the perfume of Khara’s scent from Elvira, and we could create a trail for the orcs to follow at the same time we got more granite. But tonight, I planned to sleep hard.

After I got back from Elvira’s shop the next afternoon, I was surprised to find my whole family waiting for me at the drawbridge. Nika was the first one to run toward me, and she hugged me so tightly that I could feel her heartbeat through her breasts pressed against my chest.

“Oh, Ken Jewell!” Nika gushed. “We are so happy to see you again!”

“Was I gone that long?” I teased.

“No, but we were worried about your trip to Hamstead,” Tamzin said as she stepped forward to kiss me. “I was so worried that someone might have spotted us and that they would identify you as the Monster Lover today.”

“Not a chance,” I laughed. “We killed everyone who saw us, remember?”

“We were still worried,” Ruby huffed. “You can’t blame us for caring about you, you know. Probably something to do with the fact that you love us and provide for us and are always looking out for us, or maybe because you brought us into the suns’ light and gave us children, or possibly something to do with all the fucking orgasms you keep giving us. Really, there’s no one to blame here except yourself.”

“It’s true,” Calli said with a smile. “We have thrown ourselves into our work today because it is the only distraction that has kept us from going crazy with worry until you came home.”

“They were all worried,” Khara said proudly. “But I was confident that you would return without any problems.”

“Yes, but you said you were only one hundred percent certain,” Nika pointed out. “Not two hundred percent, so you must have been very worried, too.”

“Trust me, I’m just as glad as you are that I didn’t raise any red flags in the village,” I chuckled. “No one has connected me to Crazy Ken, and it’s a good thing too, since that’s all anyone in the village was talking about today.”

“Really?” Nika shimmied with pleasure. “What did they say about you, Ken Jewell? Tell us everything!”

“They’re saying that he’s the one who broke the bloodthirsty dryad out of the jail right before their High Holy Day festival,” I said with a smile at Tamzin. “They said he rode into town on his hellhounds after the suns went down, and he unleashed the wild beasts on the poor, unsuspecting jail guards.”

“They deserved everything that happened to them,” Tamzin said matter-of-factly.

“They deserved worse than that,” I muttered. “Elvira said that a few people in the village believe their dryad prisoner broke out on her own with her deadly powers of witchcraft, but most villagers are convinced it was the work of Crazy Ken. They said only someone truly evil could have so completely destroyed their guards, since they had supposedly been so well-trained.”

“The truth is that only someone truly evil could have locked up someone so beautiful and wonderful and innocent as our sweet Tamzin,” Calli said as she leaned her head on the dryad’s shoulder.

“They will not do it again,” the dryad said, and then she reached up to cup the siren’s face before she tucked the other woman’s blonde hair back behind her ears.

“Not even if a human child accidentally wanders into the woods and you find her?” I asked.

“I have spent my whole life dreaming of being a mother, knowing I would never be one,” Tamzin said. “Until I met you, love. But this will always make me care for children of any race. So yes, it might be foolish, but I would still try to help the child.”

“When you say ‘help,’ is that a nice dryad word that actually means ‘eat?’” Nika asked.

“No, I really would try to help her,” the dryad laughed. “But I would be more careful next time, and besides, now I would have all of you to help me, so I wouldn’t have to do it alone.”

“We could take care of one small human child for you,” Khara agreed. “Even Burp could handle that by himself.”

“And when you say ‘take care of,’ do you mean…” Nika trailed off with a hopeful expression.

“Catching and eating, of course,” Khara said. “What else would one do with a small human child? They are too small and weak to be useful in any other way.”

“No, no, no,” Ruby huffed. “I’m pretty sure that goes against the whole ‘we don’t kill innocent fucking humans or whatever’ thing that our husband has going on. So if Tamzin wants to save a small human, Nika and Khara do not get to sneak it off and see how tasty it is.”

“Fine.” Khara folded her arms across her chest like they were negotiating the terms of an actual agreement. “But the child’s parents are still fair game.”

“Agreed,” Ruby said.

“Agreed,” Tamzin said, to my surprise. “If a human parent cannot keep track of their child, then the human child would be better off with us anyway.”

“But… not for eating,” Nika said with such a puzzled expression that she might as well have been trying to do calculus in her head.

“There, see?” Calli looped her arm through Nika’s. “Now you understand!”

“Don’t get too bent out of shape about any of this,” I laughed. “I was just asking hypothetically. I’m not talking about any actual human children or parents.”

“So we don’t get to eat any children or their parents?” Nika tugged on the ends of her candy-red hair with the same frustration that our sons sometimes did. “I do not think I like hypothetical questions, Ken Jewell.”

“I am in agreement with the goblin,” Khara said as she pressed her fangs into a little pout.

“The important thing is that no one has connected our husband with Crazy Ken,” Calli reminded the other women before she turned to me. “I only hope Penelope is okay since she helped you so much.”

“I didn’t go check on her because I still want to keep my distance, at least for a few days,” I said. “But she’s smart as hell. I’m sure she got away quickly and has been keeping her head down since the other night. The guards are the only people she spoke to that night anyway, so it’s not like anyone else even knows she was there.”

“Maybe you can buy a pretty and delicious perfume for her the next time you are at Elvira’s shop,” Nika suggested.

“Maybe, but for now, look what I got.” I reached into my pack and pulled out the perfume of Khara’s scent. “It’s fucking perfect.”

“Does it smell like scowls and the blood of our enemies?” Calli whispered.

“Does it smell like muscles that ripple in the suns’ light?” Nika gasped.

“What exactly do rippling muscles smell like?” I smirked.

“Like you.” Ruby winked at me.

“I don’t know about that,” I said with a grin. “But here, see for yourself what it smells like.”

I passed the perfume bottle around so everyone could breathe in the scent. It smelled like warm coffee with light cream, and there was just a hint of iron like freshly spilled blood below the rich coffee scent. Still, it was subtle enough that the smell shouldn’t be obvious to anyone but the orc hunting parties.

“This does smell like me.” Khara gave a quick nod. “It should work well.”

“Good,” I said. “We’ve got a lot of work to do between now and tomorrow when I go back to help Elvira.”

“Oh, can I come?” Abby asked as she looked up from petting Handsome’s shaggy black fur.

“I’m afraid not, princess,” I answered. “I’m going to help Elvira haul a bunch of supplies to the castle, and if I play my cards right, I might be able to poke around the inside of the fortress and see what kind of defenses we’re up against with the duke.”

“You could also spray some of my perfume inside the castle,” Khara pointed out. “If you spread my scent around the quarry and let the trail lead to the castle, then it only makes sense for the strongest scent to come from inside the castle itself. The orcs will think without a doubt that I am inside the human fortress, and they will stop at nothing to free me.”

“So they can murder you themselves,” Ruby said.

“Exactly,” Khara replied.

“So if you are going to the castle tomorrow, and you are going to spread the trail of perfume tonight,” Nika said, “does that mean we can go on another quarry run tonight at the same time?”

“I don’t see why not,” I answered. “But I won’t be able to help you. You and the gobs will have to run that mission on your own. Do you think you can handle it?”

Nika’s face lit up like I’d suddenly given her a chance to shine, and she whipped around to face the gob boys.

“What’s your answer to that, soldiers?” Nika barked.

“Ma, yes, Ma!” the gobs all shouted as they snapped to attention.

“Alright.” I nodded and tried to suppress a grin. “If you all feel so confident about it, then you can do a quarry run tonight. But I’d like Tamzin to go with you, if she’s willing.”

“I am willing,” the dryad said quickly.

“I know you can help the gobs with the heavy lifting,” I told Tamzin. “But I’m also hoping that you will be able to help us with a bigger problem. Every time we make another quarry run, our wagon tracks dig deeper and deeper into the forest floor. Pretty soon, they are going to be obvious enough that anybody who wanders through the woods can spot them and follow us all the way home.”

“And you would like me to help cover up your trail?” Tamzin asked.

“Do you think you can?” I asked.

“It is hard to say with two hundred percent certainty until I see the forest,” the dryad said with a smile at Nika. “But yes, I believe I can help with this.”

“Perfect,” I said. “Then after tonight, we’ll be one step closer to making the orcs and the humans go to war with each other.”

We continued our usual tasks around the homestead until the suns went down. As much as I wanted to immediately start spreading Khara’s scent trail, I knew we had to wait until nighttime to go to the quarry. But when darkness finally came, we were ready for it.

Tamzin, Ruby, Nika, and my sons traveled with me in the getaway wagons so they could steal more granite from the quarry. After a few arguments back and forth, my three little girls had convinced me to take them along to spray the perfume in the underdark, and I finally decided it wouldn’t do any harm.

Torrance and his family stayed home with Calli, and despite all her protests, so did Khara. I still wanted to control where we released her scent for the orcs to follow, and this meant she couldn’t travel with us out in the open yet.

Once we all reached the quarry, we split up to complete our different tasks under the cover of darkness. My three daughters stayed close behind me as I led them through the underdark away from the quarry. I wanted to start the trail further away and then lead it through the quarry toward the castle, so I began to spray the perfume on stray pieces of moss and random mushrooms in the tunnels south of Torrance’s cave.

Then we finally passed through the cavern that held one lake suspended high above another one. The waterfall that spilled from the top down into the bottom was still flowing strong, and Abby giggled and clapped her hands.

“Oh, we are very close to the spot where we killed the orc scouting party!” the little siren said.

“Good memory, sweetie,” I replied. “Although your littlest sister wasn’t with us for that experience.”

“Don’t worry.” Abby looped her arm around my goblin daughter’s shoulders. “I am sure we will get to go on another killing spree soon, and this time, you will be with us!”

“I hope so!” the curly-haired goblin girl said. “It was so much fun being born in the middle of a fight with wendigos, but I am ready to try my hand against something else now! Especially since I am big enough to actually fight!”

“Are you sure about that?” I smiled at my youngest daughter, who had grown a lot since her birth but was still a few inches shorter than Akana.

“I might be little, but I am very deadly,” the little goblin giggled. “Do not worry Daddy, you will see!”

“I have no doubt,” I chuckled. “Come on, let’s move a little further south and spread some more perfume.”

“I hope we get to come here again,” my goblin daughter said with her gaze fixed on the thin crystal basin that held the lake up high above our heads. “It is so beautiful, but I think it would be even more beautiful if we exploded that crystal like we did with the wendigos. Then the water would all spray down like a waterfall of fireworks. It would be so exciting!”

“And it would probably drown us before we could get far enough away.” I shook my head. “Let’s just focus on leaving a trail for the orcs to find.”

“Can I set up some traps, too?” the little goblin asked. “When the orcs defeat the humans, we will still have to fight them, and it would be much easier if we led them through a series of traps, don’t you think?”

“I hadn’t come up with an exact plan for that yet,” I replied. “But I think you may be onto something. I want to be there when the orcs attack the castle so we can see the results of their battle, and when it’s over, I’m fairly certain the orcs will be the winners. I know they’ll be weakened, but it probably would be best if we immediately hit them with our own attack before they have a chance to regroup and lick their wounds.”

Akana huffed and gave a little sniff.

“Orcs don’t lick their wounds, Daddy!” Abby whispered. “They allow their blood to spill wherever it wants to so their enemies can see that they do not fear pain or death!”

“Sorry, Akana,” I told my orc daughter. “I just meant we should probably attack them right away before they go home and make new plans to come against us.”

Akana nodded and buried her fangs a little more deeply into her top lip.

“So, if we watch them attack the castle,” I continued, “then it would make sense to lead them through the quarry back into the underdark. We could lead them on a certain route where we’ve already set up a lot of traps. They’ll start dropping like flies, and since we also have the bombs on our side, we might actually stand a chance.”

“Should we lead them all the way back to the house?” Abby asked.

“As much as I’d like to test some of our defenses, I don’t think the house is ready yet,” I replied. “The granite wall should be finished first if we want a fighting chance against ten thousand orcs. Between the humans, the traps, and the bombs, we should at least be able to destroy enough of the orcs that they’ll be forced to retreat and come up with a new strategy.”

“We will kill them all,” my goblin daughter said confidently. “You do not have to believe me, but I know we will kill them. I have so many ideas for traps, and I am just getting started!”

“Sure thing, princess,” I said. “You just tell me what your ideas are, and let’s see if we can’t make them happen.”

“Can Akana and I spread the perfume while you two set up traps?” Abby whispered. “I love perfume, and Auntie Khara’s smells so good!”

“If you want to,” I said. “But you have to promise not to leave my sight. It’s too dangerous for you to go very far.”

“We will stay close!” Abby promised, and Akana nodded enthusiastically as she held out her little hands for the perfume

bottle.

“And don’t spray too much perfume!” I said. “We want it to be just enough for the orcs to pick up her trail, but not so much that they think she’s trying to trick them.”

“Okay, Daddy!” Abby said.

My goblin daughter and I worked on setting up traps about every hundred feet while Abby and Akana spread Khara’s scent all throughout the underdark tunnels. We set up a series of snares, deadfalls, pitfalls, and anything else my little redheaded daughter could dream up until I was almost more excited about watching the orcs try to avoid our traps than I was about watching them destroy the duke’s army.

But if everything went according to plan, then I should get to do both.

When we had almost finished spreading Khara’s perfume trail and setting up traps south of the quarry railway, I called all my daughters back over to my side. I was about ready to head back to the quarry and spread the trail from there to the castle, but I wanted to set up one more trap down a different tunnel. Then every route that led away from the quarry would be covered by at least one of our traps.

We moved down the new tunnel quietly since we had never explored it before. A few stray bones crunched beneath our feet where they had been tossed into the thick mossy carpet, but that wasn’t an unusual sight or sound in the underdark. There wasn’t a good place in the tunnel to set up a trap, but when we passed into the next massive cavern, I saw a few spots we could use to our advantage.

But before I could direct my girls where to go, a sudden blast of wind hit me from the front.

It knocked me back a step, but I squared my stance and grabbed Akana and the little goblin before another blast of wind could topple them over.

Abby stood her ground like a tiny blonde warrior princess in front of me. Her fists were balled up at her sides, and she was staring at the ceiling of the cavern like she could see something hiding up there in the darkness.

Then from above us, I heard the victorious shriek of a predator who thought he had struck gold.

“Forget the traps,” I hissed. “We need to get out of here!”

“Oh, but Auntie Khara said these are an orc’s favorite tasty treats!” Abby gasped.

“What are they?” I demanded since I still couldn’t see anything in the darkness overhead.

“Griffins!” Abby cried, and then three of the most terrifying winged creatures dive-bombed straight down on top of us.
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Chapter 17

The griffins were each as big as a horse. They all had the bodies and back legs of a lion, but their front claws and wings looked like they belonged to an eagle. Their heads and beaks were like eagles too, but a dark mane surrounded their heads like these creatures really couldn’t make up their minds if they wanted to be flying lions or giant-ass eagles.

But all I really had time to think about was how the hell my three little girls and I were going to take down three huge, clawed, and taloned flying machines. They were moving like torpedoes, so there was no time to pull out my M17, much less aim it at three moving targets.

I only had time to arm myself with my axe and knife and then jump in front of my three daughters.

Then the griffins were on us.

I rocked my axe up to block the first griffin’s talon attack, but his claws just gripped the handle of the axe and started to lift both it and me into the air. I could see the other griffins trying to dart past this asshole’s flapping wings, but at least he was blocking their attacks for right now.

I threw all my body weight back toward the ground to make myself as heavy as possible. Abby and Akana grabbed my ankles and added their tiny weights to my legs, and I felt my goblin daughter’s little fingers dig into my pants and then my shirt as she clawed her way up my spine all the way up to my shoulders like a monkey.

My three girls might not have weighed much all together, but even the slight unexpected shift in weight made the griffin have to rethink his attack. He released my axe when I was only three feet off the ground, and I plunged back to the stone floor.

“Watch out!” I shouted to my girls.

Abby and Akana both let go of my ankles, tucked, and rolled neatly out of the way. My boots thudded against the ground a second later, and I thought my youngest daughter would slide down my back now that I was safely on the cavern floor again.

But the little goblin girl had other ideas.

She pushed herself up off my shoulders and sprang into the air with a surprising amount of power in her tiny frame. Her green fingers gripped the griffin’s mane, but before he could wrench his beak to the side and snap her in half, the little gob swung herself up onto the creature’s back and pulled out a dagger that was almost as long as her whole arm.

The griffin decided to ignore the tiny goblin on his back and instead focus all his attention on following me back to the floor. Only a quick twist of my torso got me out of the way of his next strike, and his claws closed on nothing but empty space behind me. Then he spiraled back into the air to regain the momentum that he lost, and now that his giant wingspan wasn’t in the way, the other two griffins launched their own attacks.

Except I was so fixated on the spiraling griffin with my youngest daughter on his back that I barely even noticed the two other winged creatures.

“Don’t worry, Daddy!” the goblin girl giggled from forty feet in the air. “This is what goblins do best!”

Then the little curly-haired goblin stabby-stabbed the shit out of the creature she was riding.

It looked like she was filming a horror slasher dozens of feet above the cavern floor. Her tiny fist rose and fell so fast that the knife she held was a complete blur, but dark blood started to spill down the sides of the griffin’s coat, and I thought my daughter might actually stab her way through his heart in a second.

There was no way for me to jump forty feet into the air to reach her or help her. All I could do was keep one eye on her while I directed the rest of my attention to the two griffins who were now attacking us on the ground.

Akana dove underneath the griffin on my left and completely disappeared from my line of sight, and Abby jumped onto a low-hanging shelf beside her and started singing. Then Akana’s opponent started twisting back and forth so much that it looked like the little orc would win their wrestling match in a matter of minutes.

I raised my eyebrows at the impressive scene before the griffin on my right lunged his head forward to try and snap his beak around my arm, but I was ready for him. I dodged to my left and thrust my buck knife toward the side of his face. I meant to stab his eye, but the griffin reacted faster than I expected, and his talons wrapped around my waist and threw me off balance so that my knife only sank into his cheek instead of his eye socket.

“Fuck!” I shouted as I twisted in the griffin’s grip.

I brought my axe down on top of the creature’s head, and his dark mane instantly started to grow damp with blood. His talons were still tight around my torso though, and their grip grew even tighter when he rocked back to stand on his lion paws and beat the air with his feathered wings.

I twisted the buck knife deeper into the griffin’s cheek so I could keep directing his sharp beak away from my face. Then I slammed my axe down on top of his skull again, but even when he started to bleed more, he still didn’t let go of my body.

That was when I saw the airborne griffin start to plunge down from the cavern ceiling.

My youngest daughter still straddled the creature’s back like she was riding a pony, only now she held up a bleeding heart bigger than her head. She sank her teeth into it like it was a Big Mac and chewed so happily that she seemed completely unaware of the fact that she was spinning toward the ground on the back of her lifeless steed.

Akana was still rolling across the cavern floor while she wrestled her opponent, and Abby wasn’t big enough to catch the goblin girl if she fell. But if I didn’t get myself free of this asshole’s talons around me, I wouldn’t be able to help her either, and I wasn’t about to let that happen.

At the same time, I suddenly realized that I could hear the tune Abby had been quietly singing. A flood of strength rippled through my muscles, and I tensed in the griffin’s grip. The little siren’s powerful song might be filling my body with energy, but I quickly realized that she must be stealing the energy from the griffin to give to me.

The winged creature’s grip grew a little weaker around my torso, and his talons paused where they had been sinking into my flesh. He didn’t release me yet, but for half a second, his wide bird eyes looked worried.

Then Abby and I both made our moves.

My axe bit its way into the top of the griffin’s skull, but it buried itself so deeply that I didn’t even bother trying to wrench it out. The creature immediately tossed his head back and forth to try and dislodge the weapon, so he didn’t see it coming when I jerked my buck knife out of his face and then thrust it straight into his chest.

As soon as blood began to well up around my knife, the griffin shrieked and completely released his talons from around me. He flapped his wings and turned toward Abby as if he realized she was the source of his failing strength, but Abby just grinned with suddenly pointed piranha-like teeth. Then she leaped off the low shelf onto his back, and her song stopped completely so she could shred his flesh with her teeth and dagger.

The moment the griffin stopped focusing on me, I rolled away from him and leaped back to my feet so I could spot the curly-haired goblin and her dead griffin steed in the air. The falling creature above me was only thirty feet from crashing into the ground now, and this meant my youngest daughter was only thirty feet away from splattering against the hard stone floor, too.

“Jump!” I yelled.

“Jump, Motherfucker!” Abby raised her head from where she was devouring the griffin’s back flesh. “Daddy will catch you!”

“Okay, but first, somebody catch this!” the little green-skinned girl giggled and then tossed down the half-eaten griffin heart.

I wasn’t about to waste my time trying to catch a heart when my little girl’s life was at stake, but from the corner of my eye, I watched Akana dart out from under the griffin that she’d been fighting. The griffin’s limbs went completely stiff, and when he fell over on his side, I saw that Akana had gutted him from sternum to tail, on top of about a dozen other stab wounds to his belly.

The griffin’s guts slid out of his open stomach like overdone spaghetti as Akana sprinted away from him. Every inch of the little orc girl was soaked with blood, but she just wiped the dark liquid out of her eyes and dashed forward to catch the griffin heart.

Akana caught the heart with one hand while she was busy licking the fingers of her other hand clean. The falling griffin was only ten feet above us now, and all I could picture was my littlest girl smacking into the cavern floor and then being crushed under the weight of the griffin corpse.

But the curly-haired goblin stood up on the creature’s back and promptly dove off like she was making her Olympic diving debut. She somersaulted forward twice, tucked her knees up into her chest, and sped straight down to the ground.

She was going to land six feet in front of me.

I threw myself onto my knees so hard that it felt like my kneecaps might shatter, but Abby’s song still fueled me with extra strength. I stretched my arms out in front of me, and half a second later, the little goblin girl dropped into my arms as perfectly as if she had planned her landing this whole time.

Her perfect landing was followed immediately by her griffin steed going splat about ten feet away. His talons snapped right before his skull cracked against the cavern floor, and then the rest of his body crunched against the hard stone. If he hadn’t already been dead in the air, the impact would have killed him twice over.

“You really scared me, princess,” I panted with a smile at the tiny goblin in my arms.

“You didn’t need to be scared, Daddy.” The little goblin girl’s giggles made all her candy-red ringlets bounce. “I knew you would catch me!”

“Oh, good,” I snorted through my ragged breaths.

Then I staggered to my feet with my daughter still in my arms, but when I turned around to check on the last remaining griffin, I saw that Abby had already finished him off. My axe was still embedded in the winged creature’s skull, just like my knife was still lodged in his chest, but he was also now missing half of the flesh along his spine. A quick glance at his spine itself showed me that my siren daughter had devoured all of the meat and muscles around his backbone, and now his vertebrae looked like a bendable piece of plastic stuffed inside his dead body.

“Shit,” I whispered. “I can’t believe we already killed them all.”

“Clan Jewell!” my goblin girl cheered, and she clapped her bloody hands just like her mother would have.

“Which one do you like best?” Abby swallowed one last mouthful of the griffin’s flesh. “Which one do you think we killed the most creatively? We want to take notes so we are even better next time!”

I glanced from one dead griffin to the next, but I already knew there was no way I could pick a winner even if I wanted to. My youngest daughter’s kill had been one hell of a daredevil feat, but Akana’s kill made it look like she had just been toying with him until she finally decided to end his suffering. Even the griffin Abby and I had finished off together looked like he had been hacked and ripped apart by a team of professional killers instead of a father-daughter duo.

“How am I supposed to pick?” I shook my head and set the little goblin back down on her feet. “You all were brilliant!”

“Yes we were,” the goblin girl giggled.

“I thought about singing until I made their heads explode,” Abby said as she tapped her chin thoughtfully. “But I wanted my sisters to get a chance to fight, plus it felt much harder to get inside the griffins’ brains than it did when I made the werewolves explode. It was easier to just steal their strength and give it to you, Daddy!”

“I was gonna ask you about that,” I chuckled. “That was a good song. Even if you had just stolen strength from our enemies, that would have been amazing. The fact that you gave me that stolen strength was just a nice bonus.”

“So you reeeally think we all did a great job?” my goblin daughter asked.

“Absolutely,” I said. “Even if you did make me nervous when you were up so high in the air.”

“Goblins have very good balance.” The little girl shrugged. “Plus, I was planning on bouncing off the corpses on the ground like a trampoline if you couldn’t catch me in time.”

“Yeah, but you knew he would get to you in time,” Abby pointed out. “We don’t call him Captain Sergeant Daddy for nothing.”

“Oh, am I both captain and sergeant today?” I teased.

“Yes, because you were especially heroic today!” Abby answered.

“What about you, Akana?” I asked. “How did you feel about our fight today?”

The little orc was sitting on the hip of one of the dead griffins. It elevated her off the ground so her short legs could swing back and forth like she was on a swing at recess, and she munched so happily on the heart my goblin daughter had tossed her that it could have been cheese and crackers.

When I asked her the question, she looked up with wide red eyes like she hadn’t expected to answer anything. She swallowed another mouthful of the heart, threw the rest of the organ back to her goblin sister, and then tried to wipe the blood from her little fangs.

“Mmf,” Akana grunted.

“Oh, you are no fun at all!” Abby pouted at her sister and then translated for me. “Akana thinks we did a fine job, but we might have been in trouble if there were more than three griffins. Their wings give them an advantage, and we’re just lucky that we got two of them pinned down on the ground so fast. If they had kept flying up and then dive-bombing us again, Akana thinks the fight might have gone differently.”

“We would have all had to climb onto their backs like your littlest sister and flown with them so we could kill them in the air,” I said. “It wouldn’t have been pretty, but it would have given us a fighting chance.”

“So, Akana is right?” Abby gasped.

“Don’t look so surprised,” I laughed. “Akana knows what she’s talking about. Especially since griffins are one of your Auntie Khara’s favorite things to kill, remember?”

“That must be because their hearts are so tasty,” my youngest daughter said through a mouthful of bleeding heart. “Do you want any, Daddy?”

“No, you three earned that treat,” I said with a smile. “You did a great job, girls. I’m really impressed.”

“See, Daddy?” Abby looped her arms around the shoulders of her two younger sisters. “We are very fierce and strong, so you do not need to worry about us.”

“You are,” I said as I bent down to kiss each of their slightly bloody foreheads. “But you’re also still my little girls, and no matter how big, strong, and fierce you get, that will never change. And neither will the fact that I will always worry about you.”

Akana suddenly darted toward me, wrapped her bloody arms around my knee, and hugged me tight.

“I love you too, sweetie.” I smiled down at my fanged daughter but then turned to Abby with a playful frown. “And where exactly did you get the idea to test out the name ‘Motherfucker’ on your little sister?”

“Oh, Auntie Ruby says that all the time,” Abby giggled. “I love the way it sounds, especially when she is testing something in her workshop and she can’t get it to work the way she wants. Then she slams every piece of equipment around and calls every screw, nail, hammer, and chisel a motherfucker!”

“That sounds about right,” I groaned. “But please don’t tell me you’re going to pick that word as your name, princess.”

“No, I don’t think it is my name,” the curly-haired goblin girl replied. “Even though I do love the way it sounds! But it is not quite right. Don’t worry, Daddy! I will know the right name when I hear it.”

“I’m sure you will,” I said with a grin. “Now come on, we still have some traps and a scent trail to finish before we can go home.”

After we finished setting up our final trap in the tunnels south of the granite railway, we headed back to the quarry itself. Tamzin, Ruby, Nika, and my sons were almost finished transporting the granite to the getaway wagons at Torrance’s cave. By the time we finished spreading Khara’s perfume, I guessed they would be completely finished, and they might already be headed back to the homestead.

“If you finish, you can go ahead and leave,” I told Nika. “We’re almost done, but you don’t have to wait for us.”

“It is taking a long time to spread Khara’s scent throughout the underdark!” Nika said. “It must be much harder to spray the perfume bottle than I thought!”

“We ran into a few griffins while we were setting up some traps for the orcs,” I snickered. “We handled them though, and now we’re only slightly behind.”

“Griffins! Traps! Orcs!” Nika gasped. “Oh, Ken Jewell, you do not know what your words do to me!”

“Take it easy, Nika,” I laughed. “We still have to finish up our work tonight, so try not to get too distracted.”

“Then you must try not to say such sexy words!” Nika demanded. “How did the girls do against the griffins?”

“They fought like fucking legends,” I admitted. “Abby and I double-teamed one, Akana took one down on her own, and our little goblin girl killed one while she was riding him high in the air. Then she jumped clear of his body before he splattered himself against the cavern floor, and I caught her.”

“That sounds about right.” Nika nodded. “The boys are very ferocious, but the girls use their brains and their teeth. I am not surprised that the griffins were no match for them.”

“I’m not surprised now, but I was a little nervous at the time,” I replied.

“Of course you were.” Nika patted my arm. “That is because you worry too much, Ken Jewell.”

“That might be true, but I can’t help it,” I chuckled. “I just want to make sure I do everything in my power to keep you all safe.”

“But you do not have to do all of this alone,” Nika answered. “You have all of us to help you keep all of us safe!”

“Yeah, I do.” I smirked and then gave my goblin wife a kiss. “We’ll see you either when we finish up or back at home, okay?”

Nika gave me a little wave and then danced away to rejoin the rest of the quarry crew.

My three daughters waltzed back over to me now that they had finished telling their brothers all about the griffins they had killed. Once the rest of my family was all out of sight, I led the girls across the quarry so we could start leaving a scent trail on the surface world, not just in the underdark.

Duke Bellfrey’s castle was several miles away, but the girls were endless bundles of energy. Even when I warned them that they had to be quiet while we moved through the woods, just in case there were any humans nearby, they rallied to this challenge. They pushed all of their energy into their legs instead of their mouths, and they raced alongside me as fast as if they had been fully grown.

Abby continued to run the show with the perfume, but my other two daughters didn’t seem to mind. Akana and the curly-haired goblin were much more interested in constantly scanning the trees around us for any signs of enemies. Every time we passed into a new section of the forest without any problem, they both sighed and seemed totally crushed that we hadn’t run into more trouble yet.

When the castle finally came into view up ahead, I realized there was no way we could take the scent trail all the way up to the granite walls. The forest ended abruptly in a hard line about fifty yards from the high stone wall, and there was nothing between the trees and the castle except for open air.

The duke’s fortress was situated at the top of a gently sloped hill, probably so his forces had the advantage of slightly higher ground against anyone who attacked them. But based on my knowledge of Khara and Akana, I doubted a slight uphill would even kind of distract ten thousand orcs from their mission.

Now I just needed to make sure they followed the scent all the way into the castle itself.

“Okay, this is just a little hiccup,” I muttered. “We’ve made the trail this long, and if the orc army has two brain cells between them, they’ll probably guess that Khara is inside the castle.”

Akana grunted and tugged on Abby’s arm.

“Akana says what if the orc army only has one brain cell to share between them all?” Abby asked.

“Then we need to figure out a way to make them think without a doubt that the trail leads into the castle instead of just stopping at the edge of the forest,” I said.

“I’ll do it,” my youngest daughter said.

“You can’t,” I argued. “It’s too open, and if a guard spots you from the walls, he’ll send an arrow through you.”

“No, no, it’s okay!” the goblin girl whispered. “I’ve been practicing so I can go on sneaks. I think I can go into camo mode long enough to run forward and spray a little more perfume.”

“Okay,” I said with a nod. “But I don’t want you to go all the way up to the castle walls. That’s way too dangerous. Just get about halfway and then hurry back here. Oh! And eat this first.”

I handed my youngest girl some of the mana mushrooms I always kept in my pack, and she wolfed them down as greedily as she had eaten the griffin heart. The effect of the mana mushrooms on the goblin girl happened even faster than it usually did for my boys. She gave one terrific belch, giggled, and then shimmered until her whole body disappeared.

The invisible gob snatched the perfume from Abby and scampered up the hill. We had several hours to go before the first sunrise so darkness was still on our side, and my youngest daughter used it to her full advantage. I kept my eyes on the tiny perfume bottle as long as I could, but even I lost sight of her at a certain point, and this meant the guards on the walls definitely wouldn’t be able to spot a palm-sized perfume bottle floating along the hillside.

When the perfume bottle finally floated back toward us, the goblin girl’s fingers and toes were just beginning to grow visible. She sprinted the rest of the way to reach us, and I snatched her back into the safety of the tree line.

“I did it!” my youngest daughter giggled. “I did such a good sneak!”

“You were amazing!” Abby threw her arms around her little sister, and Akana patted the goblin girl’s candy-red curls with a small, fanged smile.

“Now we’re one step closer to pitting our enemies against each other,” I said. “I just have to go back to Elvira today, sneak into the castle with her, look around and spray some more of Khara’s perfume, and then wait for our plan to go into effect.”

Abby and Akana seemed to still have buckets of energy, but my redheaded daughter didn’t protest at all when I hoisted her up on my shoulders. It had already been a big night for her, and it was hard to remember that she had only been born a few days ago.

When we made it back to the quarry, the rest of my family had already left with their loads of granite. They left one wagon behind for us to take home, but as soon as I started driving it through the forest, I noticed something strange.

All of the wagon tracks were gone.

The forest floor had started to become a crisscross of wagon wheel tracks that all stamped down the fallen leaves and fir needles all across the ground. But as we drove through the woods now, I couldn’t see a single track to mark the routes that we had taken before. Even the ferns and underbrush that had been snapped by the horses and wagons were now all grown back like nothing had ever happened.

“I cannot wait to have a baby dryad sibling,” Abby whispered.

“If this is what Auntie Tamzin can do, then imagine what a baby could do with her powers and our daddy’s magic,” the goblin girl added solemnly. “It will be a very powerful baby.”

“And it will be the job of you three to keep that baby safe until it can fend for itself,” I said. “I don’t know what dryad babies are like, but I know I can count on you to keep each other and your other siblings safe.”

“Of course you can!” Abby cheered and waved her dagger against an invisible enemy. “We will tear out the tongues of anyone who tries to hurt our baby sister or brother! We will rip out their eyeballs and stuff them down their throats! We will torch the soles of their feet until their flesh falls off!”

“Hmmph,” Akana added.

“Oh yes, that too!” Abby agreed with the orc girl’s grunt. “We will also tear out the tongues and eyes and feet of anyone who tries to hurt our older brothers!”

“You’re like the underdark version of the three musketeers,” I chuckled.

“What’s a musketeer, Daddy?” my goblin daughter asked.

“Uh, musketeers are basically best friends who fight against the forces of evil together,” I explained.

“Oh yes, then we are the three musketeers!” the goblin girl said. “But don’t you want to be a musketeer with us, Daddy? You said a musketeer is a best friend, and you are my best friend just like Abby and Akana are!”

“Yeah, I’ll be a musketeer with you.” I smiled and tried not to get choked up at the fact that my little princess had just called me her best friend. “Now let’s get home and tell Auntie Tamzin what an incredible job she did covering up the wagon tracks.”

We got home a couple hours before first sunrise, but we immediately passed out in exhaustion with the rest of my family. It had been one hell of a night, but we had accomplished so much that we were damn near ready to set off the fireworks and watch the humans and orcs destroy each other.

Tamzin was still sleeping when I started to get ready to go to Hamstead after breakfast, but when the rest of my family and Torrance’s family joined me and Charlie by the wagon, I told them not to wake her. The dryad had been through a lot in the last few days, and when Nika told me everything she had done at the quarry, I knew that I wanted her to sleep in as much as her body needed in order to fully recover.

The beautiful dryad had not only moved half of the granite blocks last night by herself, but she had also talked to all of the trees on the way back through the forest. Tamzin had asked their roots to wiggle and push up more dirt to fill in the holes that the wagons had left, and she had also persuaded the trees to shimmy their branches and let fresh needles and leaves fall and block out any trace of the wagon tracks.

It had taken so much energy that Tamzin apparently had to breathe in a little of Nika’s life force, but the goblin woman didn’t seem to mind. She thought it was quite exciting, but she wasn’t surprised that the dryad needed to sleep in this morning.

“Maybe next time Tamzin comes with us to the quarry, she can just focus on covering our tracks,” I said. “Don’t get me wrong, her strength is really helpful when it comes to moving granite, but I don’t want to wear her out.”

“I think it is only because she did not rest enough after her time in the village jail,” Calli said. “She has consumed enough nutrients since then, but the villagers kept her locked up and starved for days.”

“I don’t even think they let her sleep,” Ruby added.

“They did not,” Khara confirmed. “They threatened her with the suns’ light all day, and they stamped on the floor at night to shower her with dirt and to make so much noise that she could not sleep.”

“Did she tell you all this?” I asked.

“Of course,” Khara replied. “Orcs cannot read minds.”

“Oh, I hope my magic ability will be something as amazing as reading minds,” Matilda sighed.

“Maybe it will be like Ken’s ability, and you’ll be able to bond with monster women and bring them into the suns’ light,” Ruby snorted.

“Yes, that would be very magical!” Nika bounced in excitement. “Then you and Ken Jewell could both bring more women home for him to marry and make beautiful, powerful babies with!”

“Um, I, uh…” Matilda’s face looked like she had just eaten a whole ghost pepper.

“Oh, but you might be too busy for that anyway,” Nika added. “Since as soon as you turn eighteen, then our husband will be filling you with his—”

“Nika!” I cut her off before she could say anything about me marrying or impregnating Matilda once she turned eighteen.

I kept telling her it wasn’t going to happen, and I sure as hell didn’t want Torrance to get the wrong idea about my feelings for his daughter. This man had entrusted his family to my care when they came to live with me, and I didn’t want him to think that there was anything else going on.

“You are sure to have a wonderful magic ability,” Calli said quickly to smooth things over. “You are already such a talented and wonderful member of our family that any magical power you get will just be like icing on the cupcake.”

“I-I was kind of hoping for something along the lines of mindreading or shooting fire from my fingertips or something like that,” Matilda admitted. “I just hope it won’t be anything like growing so much earwax that I can make candles with it.”

“Is that someone’s real ability?” I laughed.

“One of the boys at a neighboring farm got that as his ability when he turned eighteen,” Torrance replied. “His family thought it was a disgraceful ability, but the boy opened his own candlemaking business and was doing pretty well for himself, last thing I heard.”

“Earwax candles.” I shook my head. “Who knew?”

“He can sell them so cheap that most people don’t mind where the wax comes from,” Torrance added. “As far as magic abilities go, his power is at least useful.”

“Don’t worry, Matilda,” I said. “I’m sure whatever your ability is will be perfect for you.”

“Th-thanks, Ken,” the slender brunette replied.

“But listen,” I continued, “as far as Tamzin goes, I want you all to let her rest as much as she needs to today. She’ll wake up when her body is ready, and it’ll be much better for her this way than for her to push herself too hard.”

“You are so wise, Ken Jewell,” Calli whispered and then kissed my cheek. “And so thoughtful and caring of all your wives.”

“I could say the same thing about all of you,” I said with a smile. “Alright, so I’m going to help Elvira today, and if I play my cards right, I’m going to stay inside the castle after it gets dark. Or at least until I can plant Khara’s scent a little more inside the castle itself.”

“Sawsaw come,” my oldest son announced.

“I appreciate the offer, but I don’t know if it would even be necessary,” I said. “I should just be able to spray the perfume around a little inside the castle and then high-tail it out of there before anybody catches on.”

“Sawsaw help,” my son insisted. “Sawsaw sneak places that Da can’t.”

“That’s true, but it would be really dangerous,” I told him. “You’ll have to stay in sneak mode the whole day, and then you’ll still have to keep staying in it until we’ve finished the job tonight.”

“Sawsaw.” My oldest son shrugged like it was no big deal to head to a human village even though he was a tall, redheaded, green-skinned goblin. “Hide in woods, not village. When gets dark, Sawsaw sneaks and joins Da.”

It could be useful to have my goblin son with me since he could make himself invisible whenever he wanted. It was too risky to bring my usual partner in crime, Abby, since my story to the castle guards was that I was Elvira’s apprentice, and an apprentice wouldn’t bring his daughter with him to work.

“Okay,” I said. “I might change my mind once we get to the forest, but you can at least come with me that far.”

“Sawsaw,” my son agreed.

After I packed our entire store of mana mushrooms to help Sawsaw stay invisible as long as possible, I took some snacks from Nika for the road too, and then Sawsaw and I headed out. My son hid himself behind our molle packs in the back of the wagon, but I didn’t have to worry if he was uncomfortable for long. He started snoring promptly as we rumbled along the road.

We only passed a farmer or two on the road, but Sawsaw hid himself perfectly until they were completely out of sight. Since I wanted Sawsaw to hide in the northern forest until I was ready for him, I took a different road once we reached the outskirts of Hamstead.

Sawsaw still had to stay in sneak mode, but this road led us south of Hamstead so we were mostly out of sight. It circled back around and rejoined the main road at the western end of the village, and from there it led on into the forest.

“Alright,” I told Sawsaw after I drove the wagon into the woods. “I’m gonna let you take it from here, and I’ll enter the village on foot. I want you to drive north until you come in sight of the castle, but make sure you stay in sneak mode while you drive. If anybody sees you, they’ll just think it’s a runaway wagon.”

“Sawsaw,” my son agreed. “Climb tree when castle is in sight. Wait to see Da at castle gate. Then leave Charlie and sneak inside castle to join Da.”

“I think I have a better idea,” I said. “Listen, I love that you were willing to take the risk and come with me today, but I’m still really worried. So I’m gonna try to spread the perfume myself and have you stay in the woods as a backup option. Plus, if you don’t see me come out of the castle at the same time as Elvira, you’ll know something went wrong.”

“What if Da can’t spread perfume?” Sawsaw asked.

“Then I’ll have to go back to the castle tonight,” I said. “I’ll tell the guards that Elvira forgot something, and hopefully they’ll let me in. If that happens, then you can sneak in with me and cause a distraction so I can spray the perfume. Or worst case, if they don’t let me inside, then you can sneak inside and spray the perfume around yourself.”

“Good plan,” Sawsaw sighed. “Little boring, but good plan.”

“It will only be boring if things go how I want them to,” I chuckled. “But we both know that doesn’t always happen.”

I left Sawsaw with the wagon and headed into Hamstead on foot. I only glanced over my shoulder one time, but Sawsaw and the wagon were both already out of sight as they moved deeper into the woods. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure about my plan, but it was the best one I’d come up with, and we stood a decent chance of pulling it off.

When I reached the alchemist’s shop, Elvira was so overjoyed that I had kept my promise to help her that she insisted on feeding me a second breakfast as a way to say thank you. When it was time to go, I easily shouldered the miner’s pack of gardening equipment that would have crushed the old alchemist under its weight. Then I followed her through the streets on the long route to the castle.

I could have left Sawsaw on foot and taken the wagon myself. If I used the wagon now, it would have made it easier for both me and Elvira, but there was no good reason that an alchemist’s apprentice would have such a nice horse and wagon. I didn’t want to raise the guards’ suspicion any more than Elvira did, even if we did have different reasons. Elvira didn’t want the guards to think she was better off than she was because then they would help her even less, and I didn’t want them to think I was well off, or they might start to think that I wasn’t who I said I was.

It took several hours on foot to reach the castle, even though Elvira moved surprisingly quickly once she got going. But by the time we reached the gates, the only thing I knew for sure was that Duke Bellfrey was one hell of an asshole to make an old lady walk this far once every single week, especially with the heavy pack she usually had to carry.

“It’s the old witch again,” one of the guards at the gate sneered.

“Careful, young man,” Elvira grumbled. “If I really was an old witch, I would be sure to turn you into something thoroughly rotten. Maybe a ball of bog slime or just a good old-fashioned roach.”

“You can’t say those kinds of things to me!” the man gasped. “I work for the duke!”

“Well, technically, so do I since he employs me to help his wife,” Elvira snapped. “Now are you two going to let me in, or should I explain to the duchess why I was late?”

“You can come in, but who is he?” The second guard at the gate nodded at me.

“He’s my apprentice,” Elvira answered. “He’ll be helping me out sometimes from now on, as long as I don’t scare him off on his first week.”

Both guards glanced at each other like they didn’t know how to handle an event that they had no script for, but I kept my eyes lowered and didn’t help them out. They had to figure out their answer on their own, and the less they focused on my face and voice, the better.

“He can come in,” the second guard finally said. “But he can’t go with you to meet the duchess, not until the duke approves him. And the duke doesn’t have time for such trivial matters today.”

“Then what would you like him to do during my lessons with the duchess?” Elvira demanded. “Should he just sit on his ass and twiddle his thumbs?”

“He can sit in the guard shack,” the first soldier said. “I doubt he can get into too much trouble in there.”

Shit.

It sounded like I was actually going to need Sawsaw in my plans.
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Chapter 18

This was not exactly how I wanted today to go, but I was careful to keep my expression blank. I had already made a backup plan with Sawsaw, so after I left the castle later with Elvira, I would just have to come back and pretend that the old alchemist forgot something. Then Sawsaw or both of us would enter the castle, spray the perfume around, and hopefully get out of there before anyone noticed.

I just hoped my oldest son could keep himself out of any scrapes until then.

“Fine,” Elvira finally muttered. “He can sit in the guard shack. Just let us inside.”

The guards stepped aside to let us in, and as soon as we entered the castle grounds, my mind started racing like I planned to attack this place myself.

The outer wall that surrounded the whole castle was a solid two feet thick. Just inside the granite wall, a grassy lawn surrounded the main castle keep in a neat ring, but it was the only green space visible inside the duke’s stronghold. Anyone who made it over the wall would still have to rush the keep itself, and they would be totally exposed to the archers within the walls for those few dozen yards.

There were large barracks on either side of the path that led up to the tower keep, and there were easily half a dozen more barracks and buildings all pressed up against the main keep itself. None of them had any significant windows, but they all had sloped roofs and turrets at every corner. Only the keep itself had a flat roof, but the structure was so big that I didn’t know how anyone in this time would have engineered a sloped roof stable enough to crown it with. Between the smaller buildings and the massive keep, the whole place looked like a small town all trapped inside thick walls of granite.

But with three thousand soldiers, I guessed it wasn’t far off the mark to call it a small town.

I couldn’t see any kind of postern door like Penelope had mentioned when she described the castle to me, but I guessed it must be hidden behind the tower keep itself.

I tried to keep my head down as I followed the guard further inside the boundaries of the castle, but it was hard not to stare at the towering structure in front of us.

“Bet you’ve never seen anything this impressive in whatever bum-fuck country place you come from,” the guard snorted. “That’s solid granite you see there in front of you, and it’s four stories tall, too. What do you think about that?”

“If you’re not going to let the man inside the keep, you don’t have to brag about what he’s missing,” Elvira muttered.

“No, no, he’ll go inside the keep,” the guard replied. “He just won’t get further than the guard shack.”

I kept my head down but scanned the narrow arrow-slits that served as windows all up and down the tower keep. Penelope was right, but since she once had dreams of being an architect, I wasn’t surprised.

This might be a well-defended castle and one that would definitely prove to be a challenge for the orcs, but it also looked grim and depressing as fuck. Since there were no real windows, it was probably so dark inside the castle that it looked like twilight instead of the middle of the day, and I made a note to myself not to repeat the duke’s architectural mistakes when I built my own castle out of his granite.

For a second, I wondered how Penelope might design a castle to be both beautiful and functional, but then I forced myself to focus. After Elvira and I finished following the guard across the grassy lawn, he led us over the drawbridge. The drawbridge just laid flat against the ground and didn’t go over a moat or even a trench, but it could be pulled up to seal off the castle if the place was attacked.

“This is as far as you go,” the guard told me. “Elvira will have to carry her shit the rest of the way herself.”

Elvira muttered something under her breath, and if she really had been a witch, I was sure the guard would have turned into a newt or a frog or anything else along those lines. I handed her the miner’s pack of gardening tools, and even though the weight looked like it might knock her over, she huffed and straightened her back until she was able to walk forward.

There was a closed door at the other end of this dark lobby area between the drawbridge and the rest of the keep, but the guard prodded me when I didn’t immediately follow him.

“This way,” the guard said, and I had to turn away from watching Elvira open the closed door.

The guard shack was built off the side of this lobby area so it wasn’t actually a shack at all. It was just a single room that was littered with old food plates and ripped clothing that needed to be repaired. This must be where the guards changed for front gate duty, or maybe just where they came when they needed to take a piss in the attached bathroom. Either way, one thing was for sure:

If Duke Bellfrey’s guards had a junk drawer, this room would be it.

“Stay here,” the guard said. “Someone will be by to get you when the old witch is ready to leave.”

I nodded but didn’t say anything in reply. The guard waited a few seconds for me to argue with him, but when I didn’t give him anything to work with, he shrugged and left me alone in the junky room. The lock clicked behind him, and even though I had expected that, I tested the doorknob a few seconds later to make sure it was really locked.

Of course, if I wanted to get out of here, it would only take me a few minutes to pick the lock. I had learned a lot from watching Nika and my goblin sons work their way around all kinds of locks. But I was sure to be caught as soon as I left this little room, and I wouldn’t risk my safety or Elvira’s safety just to prove I could open one little lock.

I might be bored stiff today, but I would stick to the secondary plan Sawsaw and I had come up with. After Elvira and I left the castle, I would come back and pretend that the old alchemist forgot something. I didn’t need to get very far inside the keep, but I did want to spray the perfume in more places than just one little guard shack.

Sawsaw would be watching the castle gate from the edge of the woods, and when he saw me leave and then come back later, he would sneak down to the gate with me and stay in camo mode while we entered the keep. It was so risky that my blood was already pumping just thinking about it, but I also knew that if shit really hit the fan, I could use all thirty remaining bullets in my M17 and fight our way free.

The afternoon went by faster than I thought it would, probably because I spent my time thinking about all the different ways we could reinforce our own defenses. I hoped we wouldn’t have to test any defenses immediately against the orcs or anyone else, and if everything went according to plan with the orcs and these human soldiers, then we wouldn’t have to.

But one thing at a time.

When the guard finally opened the door again, I quickly stepped out and took the miner’s pack from Elvira. She patted my arm and told me I was a good man for waiting, and then we left the castle and headed back toward the village. I imagined that I could feel Sawsaw’s eyes on me from the forest, but I knew he would stay put until I joined him in the woods or returned to the castle gate.

The first sun was about half an hour from setting when we returned to Elvira’s shop. I wished I could include the old alchemist in my plans, but there was no way to explain why I needed to return to the castle. I just helped her unpack all her supplies instead, and I slipped a pack of seeds into my pocket when she wasn’t looking.

I would return it the next time I saw her. But if any of the guards watched me when I got back to the castle, I could show the seeds as proof that Elvira really had left something behind. It was a little bit of a stretch, but I could make it work.

“You’re a good man,” Elvira said when I told her goodbye. “There’s a lot about you that I don’t understand, but you’re a good friend, and that’s for sure.”

“It takes one to know one.” I winked. “I’ll see you later, Elvira. Try to stay out of trouble.”

“You know me,” the alchemist laughed and shook her head.

I headed back the way we came and reached the castle gate shortly after the first sunset. A different pair of guards were on duty, but they seemed more curious than alarmed that a man was walking straight up to them. When I almost reached them, I felt something brush against my elbow even though there wasn’t anyone there.

Sawsaw.

I wanted to hug my oldest son and tell him how proud I was of him for his perfect sneak mode and for how brave he was to walk right up to the castle gate with me. But I kept my cool and just bumped my elbow out to the side to brush his.

“Ugh, I suppose you can go inside and fetch whatever the old witch left behind,” one of the guards said after I told him the problem. “She was working in the courtyard today, right?”

“That’s right,” I replied.

“The duchess isn’t in the courtyard anymore, so that’s fine,” the other guard said. “She’s supposed to be getting ready for dinner with the duke, so you won’t see her.”

Duke Bellfrey must really have an issue with control if he was this obsessed with making sure no one got eyes on his wife, but I wasn’t here to argue the point with these men.

“I won’t be long,” I promised.

“See that you aren’t,” the first guard said. “To the courtyard and then back out as soon as you grab your shit.”

“Got it,” I answered.

I hurried across the grassy lawn, over the drawbridge, and to the closed door at the other end of the castle lobby. I felt Sawsaw brush against my elbow again to let me know he was still with me, and then I pushed open the door into the main keep itself.

It wasn’t what I expected.

The four-story keep was actually a hollowed-out square. There was a courtyard in the middle of the structure that was open to the sky, and it was filled with every kind of flower and plant I could think of. Even in the dim light, colors bloomed everywhere I looked, except for along the edges of the courtyard where the suns’ light probably never reached.

It might have been a cheerful place if it hadn’t been for the solemn stone walls looking down. There were a few arrow-slit windows on the inside of the keep walls, but most of them looked like they had been blocked up so no one inside could look down at the courtyard.

I glanced over my shoulder to make sure no one had followed me into the courtyard except for Sawsaw. Then I took out the perfume bottle and sprayed a decent amount of Khara’s scent around the courtyard garden. I wanted to get inside the castle itself to spread her trail a little more, but the guards would come looking for me if I didn’t return from the courtyard soon.

“Sawsaw distract,” my son whispered. “Join Da in forty seconds.”

“Be careful,” I muttered, but I was pretty sure Sawsaw was already gone.

I glanced around the courtyard and saw several other doors that led into the castle itself. By the time I picked one and moved toward it, I heard yelling from the grassy lawn outside the keep, and an invisible hand quickly gripped my arm.

“Sawsaw hit both gate guards,” my son chuckled. “Now they are fighting each other on the lawn.”

“Nice work.” I grinned. “Come on.”

We hurried into the castle, and I let my instincts guide me toward where I thought the living quarters might be. There were plenty of soldiers, guards, and servants in the hallways, but I kept my head down and did my best to look like just another servant on an important errand.

“You’re new,” a woman’s stern voice said behind me.

“Uh, how could you tell?” I turned around but kept my gaze lowered.

“Landscaping staff don’t belong on the second floor,” the older woman said as she narrowed her eyes on me. “You stick to the first floor only, and if you need something from the kitchen, you at least have to take your boots off first. They look like nasty things, and they’re tracking mud everywhere.”

“I apologize, ma’am,” I said quickly, and then I made a total gamble. “The duchess requested a flower from her garden, but I got turned around, and now I can’t remember which way her room is supposed to be.”

“Where’s the flower?” the woman demanded.

“I got so nervous that I wouldn’t be able to find her room that I--” I suddenly stopped my explanation when I felt Sawsaw press something into my hands. “I, uh, almost forgot to get the flower in the first place.”

I held up a golden lily triumphantly, even as I wondered when the hell Sawsaw had grabbed it.

“You’re a good lad for trying to bring the duchess a bit of cheer, although she probably wouldn’t thank you for it even if you put it in her hands yourself,” the woman finally sighed. “But you’re on the completely wrong floor. Her Grace’s room is on the third floor, right beside the duke’s. You can leave the flower at her door since she should be at dinner with him, but make sure you leave right away, or there will be hell to pay. Tell the guards they can take it up with Marcela if they don’t like it.”

“Got it,” I agreed.

When we reached the next floor, I saw that the duke’s personal quarters were watched by two guards, and so was the duchess’ door right next to his. Sawsaw made a commotion just around the corner though, and all four guards sprinted to check it out. The moment they disappeared, my son and I slipped inside the duke’s room and breathed a sigh of relief.

This would all be worth it when the orc army swept in and decimated the duke’s forces, but this had been a hell of a ride to get there.

Sawsaw let himself grow visible again to take a break from his sneak mode, and he poked around the room while I spread Khara’s trail. It was a massive chamber, so there was plenty of space to spread the scent, but I tried to stay quiet when I realized there was an adjoining door into the duchess’ chamber. She and the duke were both supposed to be at dinner right now, but now that we’d come this far, I wasn’t about to fuck it up by making too much noise.

“Good work on having that flower handy,” I said. “Why did you take it from the garden anyway?”

“Flower for Abby.” Sawsaw shrugged.

“You’re like a marshmallow, you know that?” I grinned. “I’m sure she’ll be thrilled that her flower helped us break into the castle.”

I sprayed a few pumps of Khara’s perfume onto the rug at the foot of the duke’s bed so the scent would sink into the fabric, and then Sawsaw whistled for me to come over and join him in the closet. There were two narrow windows in the closet that looked out over the back of the keep and over the back wall of the whole castle.

From here, I could see the giant barricade of thorns along the back wall and the forest beyond that, and I could also see the postern gate.

“We might have to go out that way,” I told Sawsaw. “We’ve been gone too long to just waltz back out the front entrance without raising any eyebrows. The guards at the front will probably just assume I slipped out while they were fighting, and they won’t say anything since that would mean putting their own asses on the line.”

“Orcs will smell Auntie Khara good from here,” Sawsaw replied.

“You’re right about that.” I nodded. “Now let’s just make sure the scent is super obvious.”

I sprayed perfume all over the duke’s clothing, but I tried to restrain myself from actually soaking the fabric. It made the whole closet smell faintly like coffee, but it wasn’t so strong that the duke would think anything of it. Then I angled the bottle and sprayed it out one of the narrow windows so the liquid slid down the granite wall of the keep.

“If this doesn’t make the orcs eager to assault the duke’s castle, then I don’t know what will,” I told Sawsaw.

“Orcs follow scent from quarry through forest to castle,” my son agreed.

I sprayed a little more perfume along the back of the closet and out the second window. I was just about to find a way to sneak out with Sawsaw, but my son suddenly grabbed my arm and then completely disappeared as he entered sneak mode.

I heard the footstep behind me a second too late.

“Who the hell are you?” a woman’s voice demanded. “And what are you doing in my husband’s closet?”

I slipped the perfume bottle into my utility belt, raised my hands, and slowly turned around so I wouldn’t scare the woman. At least Sawsaw had heard her before I did, so he had been able to hide. Now I just had to figure out a way to talk myself out of this one.

But the moment I saw the duchess, I almost had to remind myself how to talk at all.

This was the kind of woman that men went to war for.

She was tall and slender like a reed, but the way she held herself perfectly poised told me that it would take more than a few storms to knock her off her feet. Her skin was a warm brown, and her straight black hair fell like a waterfall down her back. She was dressed in a golden silk gown that pushed up the swell of her chest until it was almost spilling out. Gold metal flowers were threaded into her hair, and when I glanced at the mirror on the wall behind her, I saw the same golden flowers woven into the back of her dress where they spilled over her perfect ass.

Mostly though, I was surprised that this woman’s dark brown eyes looked curious instead of afraid.

“You’re not mute, are you?” the duchess sighed in a bored tone. “I could have sworn I heard you talking to yourself a minute ago, and since I’ve already been told twice today that I’m crazy, I’d rather not be told that again.”

“No, I’m not mute,” I replied.

“Good,” the duchess said. “Now, are you going to answer my questions, or were you so distracted with robbing my husband that you need me to repeat them?”

This was not exactly what I had pictured when I thought of the duchess. I’d imagined a bit of a wallflower, someone who looked like she couldn’t or wouldn’t stand up for herself since her husband dictated her every move. I certainly hadn’t thought that the duchess would look like she could order armies with a flick of her wrist or like she could draw the attention of every person in a room just by entering it. And I definitely hadn’t figured on being interrogated by someone as quietly commanding as she was stunning.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you who I am or what I’m doing here,” I said to stall for time while I came up with a better explanation.

“You’re not wrong.” The duchess arched a dark eyebrow. “I probably wouldn’t believe anything you said, if I’m being entirely honest.”

“No?” I asked.

“Why should I?” the woman answered. “You look like a gardener or a farmer, but you carry yourself like a soldier. You’re in the duke’s closet like you just finished his laundry, but you’re not dressed like a servant. Your clothes suggest you are from a lower class, but your posture and confidence tell me otherwise. So no, I probably won’t believe anything you say. There are too many contradictions here.”

“Then we’re at a bit of a stalemate, don’t you think?” I ran my fingers through my hair.

“You can always try,” the duchess said. “If your story is entertaining enough, maybe I won’t call the guards on you.”

“You won’t call the guards on me either way,” I said with a smirk. “You’re too interested in finding out why I’m here and who I am.”

“Maybe,” the woman agreed. “Or maybe I’m just waiting to see how you answer my questions.”

“If you were scared of me, you would have already called them,” I pointed out.

“Should I be scared?” The duchess raised her eyebrow again, and even though she held her chin high, there was the slightest flicker of turbulence below her composed exterior.

“No,” I said immediately. “I promise, you’re safe with me.”

“Well, that’s a new sensation.” The woman visibly relaxed for only half a second before she straightened her posture again. “And it’s a good thing too, because I’d hate to give my husband the satisfaction of having to use his guards.”

I had even more questions for her now than before, but I forced myself to stay focused. This woman might not have any love for her husband or his guards, but I was sure she wouldn’t hesitate to call them if she knew that I was laying bait for an orc army to attack the place, or even just if she knew there was an invisible half-goblin hiding behind me.

The duchess still stood between me and the closet door though, and unless I planned to shove her to the ground and make a run for it past both her and the guards, I still needed to talk my way out of this one.

So I took a total gamble.

“Okay, I’ll tell you the truth,” I said. “I’m Ken Jewell, and I’m here to spray a perfume that smells like a revered orcan warrior woman all over your husband’s things so an army of ten thousand orcs will track the scent here and attack the castle. Then your husband’s army and the orcs will destroy each other, and I’ll be rid of two enemies at once.”

I finished with a slight nod, and for a long moment, the regal woman just held my gaze.

Then the duchess burst out laughing.

Her laughter rippled low and dark like the beginning of a summer thunderstorm, and I couldn’t help but think it had been a very long time since anyone made this commanding woman lose her calm long enough to have a genuine laugh.

Sawsaw gripped the back of my shirt with an invisible hand, but I waved him away. It was the most ridiculous, entertaining story I could think to tell the duchess, and I couldn’t help it if it also happened to be true.

The beautiful woman was still laughing, and now her willowy figure was doubled over as she tried to recover herself. Every time she started to regain a little composure, she dissolved into laughter again until she had to clutch the closet door frame to steady herself.

“Your Grace?” a guard’s voice came from just outside the door.

The duchess instantly dropped her smile and stood up straight again.

“I am here,” she called just loud enough for them to hear, “as you well know since you’re the ones who locked me in.”

“Apologies, Your Grace,” the guard said quickly. “We thought we heard laughter.”

“Laughter?” The duchess stepped into the bedroom so her voice could be heard more clearly, but I noticed her fingers had a tight grip on the doorframe of the closet. “What would I have to laugh about? If you can think of something, then please be my guest and come in. You can tell me all about it, and then we can share a laugh together.”

“Apologies again, Your Grace,” the guard called back immediately.

“Oh please, don’t let me stop you,” she said with her chin thrust high. “I do love a good laugh, and I’m sure you’re the funniest guard in the barracks, aren’t you? I would so love a bit of entertainment, but then that would defeat the point of the duke locking me in here so I’m deprived of tonight’s dinner entertainments. So, will you be the one to tell him that you made me laugh, or should I keep that honor for myself?”

I stared at the woman and wondered how the hell she was only a duchess instead of a queen. I might not entirely understand the political situation in Duke Bellfrey’s castle, but it was more than obvious that the duchess was not someone to be fucked with. Her comings and goings might be controlled by the duke, but she seemed perfectly able to command everyone else around her.

“My d-deepest apologies again, Your Grace,” the guard stammered. “Please inform us if you need anything.”

“You mean other than a key?” the duchess hissed, but she said it so quietly that I wasn’t sure the guards heard, and if they did, they didn’t answer.

When she turned back to face me, the woman’s chest was rising and falling where it strained against her corset. She motioned me deeper into the closet, and I wasn’t about to argue with the fiery duchess. If she wanted to have a private conversation out of the guards’ earshot, then who was I to stop her?

“That’s quite a story you came up with,” the duchess said finally. “Completely ridiculous, of course, but very entertaining.”

“Are we just not gonna talk about what happened?” I glanced in the direction of the guards outside the room.

“Why, do you have the key?” the duchess asked coldly, but she didn’t meet my gaze.

I didn’t say anything, since I knew her anger wasn’t really directed at me, and soon enough, she turned her dark gaze to meet mine.

“That was unfair, and I… regret the unfairness of my words,” she said, even though it sounded like somebody was dragging the words from her.

“I take it you’re not used to apologizing?” I smirked. “Don’t worry about it, I get that it’s not a fun subject for you. I wish I could--”

“Don’t,” the duchess said quietly. “Don’t say anything you don’t mean. Besides, aren’t you supposed to be Crazy Ken the Monster Lover? Don’t you have some slaughtering of innocent humans to get back to? Or some monsters to go love?”

“Was my story that unconvincing?” I ran my fingers through my hair. “I guess I really must not look much like Crazy Ken if I still can’t convince you that’s who I am, even after I’ve gone to all the trouble of breaking into your husband’s chambers without the guards even knowing I’m here.”

“I think if you were Crazy Ken, you would probably be here to slit my husband’s throat instead of leaving a trail of perfume in his closet,” the duchess replied. “More’s the pity.”

“Like I said, I wish I could do more for you,” I told her. “I won’t fill your head with false promises or anything like that. I’m just sorry for anyone who’s stuck somewhere they don’t want to be with no good way out.”

The duchess narrowed her eyes as she studied my expression. “If you are Ken Jewell, and I very much doubt that, you are much kinder than the stories about you would lead me to believe.”

“Do you always believe everything you hear, duchess?” I teased.

“The correct term is ‘Your Grace,’ you know,” the woman said as she glanced over my shoulder out one of the narrow windows in the closet.

“Is that what you want me to call you?” I asked. “Duchess Bellfrey? Your Grace?”

“I said it’s the correct term, not that it’s the term I would prefer,” the duchess snapped, but her gaze shifted back to the red moonlight spilling in through the open window.

“You can look outside, you know,” I said. “I won’t report you for wanting to see what’s outside of these walls, since I imagine it’s been longer than you can remember since you’ve stepped foot outside them.”

“I don’t remember the stories saying anything about Ken Jewell’s ability to read minds,” the duchess said in a low, warning tone.

I was just starting to think that I’d shot myself in the foot, but then the woman shifted to stand at the edge of the window. She leaned her head against the stone as she looked out on the forest below, and I stepped up behind her to follow her gaze.

“Stories are often far from the truth,” I said. “The forest is a lot less scary than people make it out to be. Just for example.”

“You must really be trying to convince me that you’re Ken Jewell,” the duchess said without turning around. “Only he would say that the forest isn’t scary.”

“I didn’t say it wasn’t scary,” I chuckled. “Just that it’s not as scary as people think. And certainly not as scary as some humans I know, and probably one in particular that you know.”

“Does everyone know what the duke is like?” the woman asked with her gaze still fixed out the window.

“I’ve heard some gossip, but I haven’t met your husband,” I replied. “I’m just making a guess based on the fact that you’re supposed to be at dinner but are instead hanging out in your rooms under lock and key.”

“So, you really are a mind reader?” the duchess asked, but at least it sounded like she was smiling now.

“Listen, duchess,” I said. “I know you don’t know me, but--”

“Safia,” the woman said and turned toward me with a dazzling smile. “My name is Safia.”

Then I did something I definitely hadn’t planned to do tonight.

“I know you believe me at least a little bit, Safia,” I said softly. “You believe that you’re safe with me, and I appreciate you putting your trust in me about that. But if you want to believe anything else I say, believe that the forest isn’t as scary as you think. Believe that there is a way through the barricade of thorns around the postern gate. Believe that there are people outside of this castle who don’t give a shit about your husband or his position. Believe that these people would help you for your own sake.”

Sawsaw suddenly elbowed me so sharply in the ribs that I gasped, but I covered it up by quickly clearing my throat. I had almost forgotten that my oldest son was with me, but it didn’t change what I told the duchess.

I didn’t know how this woman would feel if she realized that I really was Ken Jewell. But I did know that she didn’t deserve to get caught in the crossfire between her asshole of a husband and the invading army of orcs. I couldn’t tell her when they were going to attack since I didn’t know that much myself, but at least I could give her a possible escape route from the castle.

“And on that note, I need to get out of here,” I said. “How do you feel about distracting the guards? If you don’t want to, I’ll take care of it another way.”

“Come with me, and I’ll take care of the guards,” Safia said as she led me out of the closet and back toward the duke’s bedroom door. “I’ll tell them someone is trying to climb the back wall so they’ll all rush in to see.”

I glanced into her adjoining bedroom and realized her chamber must be on the corner of the structure. She had two tiny windows, one that faced the back of the castle and one that faced the side of the granite wall. The forest would only be visible through the back window, but the other window shouldn’t show my retreat with Sawsaw.

“Could you point them to the side window instead?” I asked. “Someone has to clear a path for you through the barricade of thorns, remember? And I’d rather not be spotted by the guards while I do that.”

The duchess’ eyebrows ticked up the slightest bit at this statement, and I tried not to smile as I realized how much she liked the sound of this.

“I feel like I should be much more alarmed by how carefully you’ve planned all of this out,” the duchess said. “And maybe by the fact that you still haven’t told me who you are or what you’re doing here.”

“But you’re not?” I guessed.

“No, I can’t say that I am.” The brown-skinned woman gave a sly smile. “I will tell the guards to look out the side window, but on one condition.”

“Name it,” I said.

“I don’t know that I’ll ever see you again,” Safia said. “But maybe one day I will, and if I do, then I want you to promise me something. Promise me that you’ll introduce me to some of these people who would help me for my own sake.”

“You have my word,” I answered and then grasped her hand before she could pull back. “And just so you know, you’ve already met one of them.”

The duchess stared at me, but she didn’t pull her hand away. She tightened her fingers slightly around mine, and for a moment, her lips parted like she was about to make a confession.

“Th-then you should go while you still can,” Safia said as she carefully took her hand back. “Until next time, Sir…”

“Just call me Ken,” I laughed.

“I see that you really are going to stick to your story,” the duchess said with a smile.

“It’s a lot easier to just tell the truth than to keep up with a bunch of lies.” I shrugged.

“But--” There was a slight change in the duchess’ expression, but she stopped herself from finishing her question.

I wondered if she was starting to realize that I actually was telling the truth. But then I just winked and moved toward the door before she could say anything else, and even though Safia seemed confused that I was still insisting on the nickname, she nodded and slipped through the door into her adjoining room.

She used her fingers to count down from three, and then Safia pounded on the inside of her door.

“Guards!” she cried. “There’s a man trying to climb over the castle wall! Quick, come look!”

The moment her door swung open and the guards started to pour inside, I pushed open the duke’s door and fled in the opposite direction. I heard Sawsaw grunt behind me to let me know he was still there, and we flew down the stairs. Once we reached the first floor, we found a door that faced away from the courtyard and slipped out the back of the tower keep.

The postern gate was just ahead across a stretch of green lawn, and I had to hope no one was looking out from any of the windows up above. There was no choice but to make a run for it though, so I took a breath and then bolted down the grassy slope toward the small gate in the castle’s back wall.

My blood was pounding in my ears by the time I reached the postern gate, but it throbbed even louder when I realized the gate was locked. Then the lock moved on its own a second later, and Sawsaw chuckled beside me as he made quick work of it.

The moment it clicked open, we dashed through and closed the gate behind us. No cries of alarm had been raised from the castle, and no guards had given chase across the lawn. We had actually made it out in one piece, even if we were now surrounded by a barricade of thorns.

It stretched at least ten feet high, and the thorns clustered so thickly around us that they tore at my clothing. But since the only way out of here was to cut our way through it, I raised my axe and started hacking.

“Ow!” Sawsaw muttered as he grew visible beside me. “Ouch! Ow!”

“I know, buddy,” I said. “But think about how close we are now.”

“Duchess Safia could be new wife for Da?” Sawsaw asked.

“I don’t know about that.” I shook my head. “I just wanted to encourage her to leave if she could.”

“Seems nice,” Sawsaw grunted. “Mad, but nice.”

“Yeah, I noticed that, too,” I muttered. “But at least there will be a way through the thorns for her if she wants to make a run for it.”

“Da nice, too.” Sawsaw grinned. “Nice and smooth.”

“That’s enough of that,” I laughed. “Come on, we still have to find Charlie and make it back home.”

“Da and Safia, sitting in a tree, k-i-s-s-i-n-g,” Sawsaw teased me with the song that I had accidentally taught him when he was a baby.

“I don’t know about Safia,” I chuckled. “But I can think of a few other women that I’d like to get home and do some k-i-s-s-i-n-g with. Like your mom.”

“Da!” Sawsaw groaned, and I chuckled quietly as I kept on hacking away at our path.

I was proud of what we had accomplished, but I still didn’t let myself breathe until we finally made it back to the river and started along the final stretch home. I was careful to keep Charlie along our usual path in case my daughters had gotten too ambitious with the traps and set any up further away from home than they’d promised. The northeast corner of the new granite wall gleamed in the red moonlight up ahead like someone had poured blood over the white stone, and I couldn’t wait to see the entire wall completed.

“Our castle will be the most impressive structure when we have finished construction,” Khara suddenly said from right behind us in the wagon.

“What the fuck?” I jumped out of my skin and almost jerked Charlie straight into the river.

Sawsaw grabbed the reins at the last second and helped me correct my course, and as soon as he slowed the black horse down, I whirled to face Khara.

“What the hell, Khara?” I groaned. “Where did you even come from? And how long have you been back there?”

“I came from home, and I have only been here for a few moments,” the orc warrior replied.

“Well, I didn’t think you’d been hiding underneath the wagon the whole day,” I sighed. “But how did you jump up so quietly? And what are you doing out here?”

“I am the Great Kharazugelphi,” she said with a puzzled expression. “I can move and jump as quietly as I want to when I am hunting.”

“Hunting orcs?” Sawsaw asked.

“Not yet.” Khara’s red eyes sparkled in the dim moonlight. “But soon, Sawsaw. Very soon. Tonight, I was hunting a few coyotes, and I came to see you when I heard your wagon returning.”

“Shit, you’re as good as Nika at sneaking up on somebody,” I chuckled.

“Orcs do not sneak,” Khara huffed. “Orcs hunt. Sneaking and hunting are both silent, but they are as different from each other as the Nhodhur Nhan orc tribe is from the Xanthag tribe.”

“Whatever you say.” I shook my head. “But coyotes are new. I’ve only noticed wolves in the woods sometimes.”

“I spotted a few this evening that were sniffing around,” Khara explained. “I decided to eliminate them before they tried to hurt our livestock. Also, I was quite hungry, and they were quite delicious.”

“I’m glad you had fun,” I said with a smile.

“I actually wanted to show you something, husband.” Khara licked her fangs. “If you would not mind letting Sawsaw take Charlie back home.”

“Sure,” I replied. “Just make sure you stick to the path, Sawsaw. Your sisters set up a bunch of traps in the fields around the trench.”

“Sawsaw,” my son agreed.

Khara and I hopped down from the wagon. Sawsaw leaned back in the driver’s seat and drove Charlie home like a redheaded pioneer who was returning home after a long day, and I smiled at how calm and confident my oldest son was.

“This way,” Khara said as she slipped her hand into mine.

I thought she might show me a coyote den that she had found or tracks from bounty hunters or goblins who had gotten a little too close to the homestead.

Instead, the brunette orc warrior led me to a grove of trees just north of the river. As soon as we were surrounded by thick pine trunks, Khara grabbed my shoulders, pushed me up against a tree, and stuck her tongue down my throat.
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Chapter 19

“I thought you wanted to show me something,” I laughed when we came up for air.

“I do,” Khara purred. “I wanted to show you my naked body.”

Khara took a step back, twisted one hand behind her back, and pulled the string that held her bikini top in place. She did the same thing to her bottoms, and both pieces of fabric fell silently to her feet. Then she kicked them off to the side so she stood completely naked before me except for two knives that were strapped to each of her thighs.

It had only been a few days since I saw my orc wife naked, but it felt like the first time all over again. Her body was all supple muscle, and her gray skin was so smooth that she looked like a rare pearl that had just been discovered. Khara’s charcoal nipples were already aroused, and her dark gray lips parted in desire as she reached down to touch herself.

“Holy shit,” I whispered. “You’re fucking gorgeous, you know that?”

“I do know that.” Khara nodded. “But did you know that it’s been long enough that we can join our bodies together again?”

“Really?” I asked as my gaze slowly wandered over every inch of her curves and muscles.

“It will still be a few weeks before I am able to conceive again,” Khara explained. “But my body has recovered from the birth, and we can now enjoy each other once more.”

“And that’s why you ambushed me coming home?” I grinned.

“I need your manhood deep inside of me. I could not wait any longer, husband.”

“Neither can I,” I said and then launched myself toward the beautiful orc warrior.

I shrugged my shirt off in under a second, so by the time I reached my wife, my chest was as bare as hers. Then I grabbed her taut waist and pushed her up against a tree, and the fierce warrior melted in my arms when I kissed her.

I grazed my tongue along her soft lips and then played it across the tips of her sharp fangs. When I slid my hands up to massage her heavy breasts, her mouth parted even more for me, and my tongue dove in like it was jumping into a cool pool on a hot day.

I pushed Khara’s body back against the trunk so hard that little pieces of bark started to scrape off and fall to the ground, but I couldn’t pull myself back. I could feel the strength of her muscles press against my own, and the way they turned soft in my embrace made me never want to stop kissing her.

At least, not until Khara grabbed my hand and guided it down to her entrance.

As soon as I felt how wet she already was, I forced myself to pull my tongue back out of her mouth and glide it down the side of her neck. Her whole chest vibrated with a low purr when I started to slide my lips down her tits, and the moment my fingers started playing with her pussy, the purring began to vibrate her whole torso.

“It seems like months since you have been deep inside me,” Khara panted. “I have missed you so much.”

“I’m always… right here…” I said between mouthfuls of her soft gray breasts.

“I have missed your body inside mine,” Khara said with another low purr that now started to vibrate all the way down into her pussy, so my hand felt ever so slightly like I was touching an electric fence.

“Me too,” I whispered as I let my tongue slide down between her breasts.

Then I dropped down to my knees in front of my warrior wife. My hands gripped her hips to keep her motionless against the pine tree, and my lips started to devour the lips around her entrance. I sucked and played with them like I was tying a cherry stem with my mouth, and she even tasted a little like cherries dipped in dark chocolate. Every time I darted my tongue in between her pussy lips, she grew a little more weak-kneed, and I had to hold her hips even tighter to keep her from collapsing beside me.

“Fuck, you taste amazing,” I groaned before I buried my face into her pussy again.

“How does… even your tongue… feel so… good?” Khara gasped in between shallow breaths.

I leaned my body a little lower so I could get a better angle with my mouth, and then I started to go down on her so aggressively that it felt like I might actually devour her. My tongue slid into her tunnel as far as it could reach, but then I pushed my face a little harder into her until I could barely breathe.

It was worth it when Khara’s leg muscles began to tremble against me.

“Ohhh… husband…” she moaned.

“Hmmmm.” I spun my tongue around inside her so I could caress every inch of her smooth walls, and I would have sworn that I thrust so deeply inside her that the tip of my tongue grazed against her cervix. At the same time, my lips kept up a grinding pressure against her clit, so before long, Khara’s trembling leg muscles were joined by her quivering pelvic muscles, too.

“Fuck!” Khara suddenly cried out. “Oh, fuuuuck!”

Her sweet juices filled my mouth as she crested to an orgasm. I licked up every last drop before I rocked back on my heels with a satisfied smirk, but I quickly lunged forward again to catch the warrior woman when she sagged against the pine tree.

Her back scraped off a few flecks of bark, but it filled the air with a pleasant pine aroma. She sank down in my arms so I could lay her down against the soft moss beside the tree, and as I held her, I brushed the dark brown hair out of her face.

“Was that worth the wait?” I teased.

“You have the tongue of a god,” Khara sighed as a low purr began to rumble in her chest again. “You make me so weak.”

“I don’t know anything about gods,” I laughed and kissed her cheek. “But if there are any gods in this world, then you would definitely be the mighty goddess of war.”

“I would accept this title with pride,” Khara said as she ran her claws through my thick hair. “But I think we should conquer all of the orc tribes before I have the right to call myself a goddess of anything.”

“You have yourself a deal.” I grinned. “We’re about to eliminate the combined army of three orc tribes, and then we’ll only have three more to go after that.”

“Four more.” Khara bit her lip. “We cannot forget my own Great Army of Molgre Dhodh.”

“Okay, four more,” I corrected myself. “But you’ll have to forgive me if I want to call you a goddess before that, because all I want to do right now is worship you.”

“Then don’t let me stop you,” Khara purred.

I shifted positions so I could kneel between Khara’s muscular thighs in missionary position, but I was so eager to be inside her that I damn near forgot I was still wearing my pants. When my erection pushed against the fabric in a desperate bid to break free, I thought it might actually rip through the seams if I didn’t get my pants off in time.

Lucky for me, I had a ferocious lover to help me get them off.

I lurched up to my feet, and Khara and I tore off my pants so fast that we almost ripped the seams anyway. As soon as I kicked my boots and pants to the side, I kneeled between her long legs again and pressed the tip of my cock up against her pulsing pussy lips. I wanted to tease her for a few seconds before I entered her, but the beautiful warrior orc had other ideas.

She tilted her hips up, pushed them forward over my tip, and then contracted her pelvic muscles to pull me deeper inside her.

“I want your seed,” Khara panted. “I know I cannot get pregnant again yet, but I still want to feel your warm seed gush deep inside me and send a rush of pleasure through every nerve in my body.”

“Like I said,” I whispered as I rocked down on my forearms so I could nibble her earlobe. “All I want to do is worship you.”

Then I plunged my cock fully into her slippery tunnel.

“Yessssss!” Her muscles immediately contracted around my shaft so I could feel every subtle ridge of the fierce warrior woman, and I buried my face against her neck as my thrusts grew harder and faster.

I held myself completely up on my forearms so I could enter her at the best angle, but Khara kept her hips tilted so she could push herself up and down my dick in the same rhythm. When her tunnel began to squeeze my cock a little more, I ran my tongue along the side of her neck all the way up toward her ear.

Her breaths were growing shallow again, but I teased her earlobe for a few seconds before I grazed my tongue all the way up to the tip of her long, pointed ear.

“Ohhh, aahhh, heeeee!” Khara’s sudden orgasm made it sound like she was about to recite all the vowels of the alphabet, and I grinned as her whole body spasmed underneath me.

“What about I and U?” I smirked when the beautiful orc warrior had stopped wriggling in pleasure beneath me.

“I am incredibly satisfied,” Khara moaned. “And you are perfect.”

“Good.” I kissed her ear again, and it sent another shudder of ecstasy through her muscles.

“Now let me worship you,” the sexy brunette purred.

Before I could even answer, Khara gripped me with her powerful thighs and rolled us both over. Now my back pressed into the soft moss, and she straddled my lap so she could grind against me and ride my stiff cock. Her ass bounced up and down against my lap, and every time her juicy cheeks slapped against my thighs, all I could think about was making the sexy orc pregnant again.

That might not happen tonight, but I could still sure as hell fill every inch of her with pleasure.

I reached up and grabbed her breasts to keep them from smacking into each other again the next time she pushed herself down on my cock. They bounced in my hands instead, and the feeling of my palms massaging her soft flesh sent another swell of blood into my dick.

“Ohh, Ken Jewellll!” Khara gasped, and then her whole body shivered as she unleashed her insane war cry.

Her tongue fluttered inside her mouth to make a trilling sound, and then she shrieked like a vengeful ghost who was about to destroy every last one of her enemies, their families, and their families’ families. Her back arched completely as her orgasmic war cry swelled so loud that it trembled the pine needles overhead, and I realized I couldn’t hold myself back anymore.

I pushed my cock into her so deeply that my hips raised her up in a bridge position, and then my seed gushed into her like a fire hose. By the time my hips rocked back down to the ground, I had poured so much cum into the warrior woman that my cock felt like a firehose someone had set loose. Another wave of my seed rushed into her, and it felt so good that I almost blacked out.

My climax only sent Khara’s war cry to a new volume, and our orgasms seemed to soar us all the way up into the treetops before they slowly brought us back into our bodies. When she and I both fell silent again, the night had never sounded so still.

“I think we might have finally scared off every creature for a mile around,” I chuckled. “Even the owls and mice.”

“I could not help myself,” Khara said with a smile. “That might be a war cry, but it is also my cry of full and complete victory.”

“Then I’m glad I had reason to hear it tonight,” I snickered.

“Would you like to hear it again?” Khara’s fangs bit into her upper lip.

“Hell yes,” I said. “One question, though. If you would make a great goddess of war, then what would I be the god of?”

“The god of sex,” Khara said in complete seriousness.

“I would wear that badge proudly,” I laughed.

“Actually, you would be the god of everything,” Khara said as her hands cupped my face. “You would reign over thunder and lightning, over fatherhood and being a good husband, over generosity, over cleverness and brilliance, and over the complete elimination of our enemies. How does that sound?”

“Perfect, as long as you’re by my side,” I said and then kissed her again.

“Always,” Khara said fiercely.

One of the orc warrior’s pointed ears suddenly wiggled. She reached for both the knives strapped to her muscular thighs, but she relaxed almost as quickly as she had been ready to stab someone in the throat.

“Don’t look now,” Khara said with a smirk, “but I think we have company.”

I immediately glanced over my shoulder to see what Khara meant. I didn’t see anything in the darkness at first, but when my eyes adjusted to the distance, I saw Tamzin gliding toward us like a dark-skinned queen whose crown was her mossy green hair.

“Sawsaw was worried when you both did not return right away,” the dryad announced when she reached us. “I told him he did not need to worry, but I volunteered to check on you just in case.”

“That boy worries too much,” I chuckled.

“He is very sweet,” Khara agreed. “But now that you’re here, Tamzin…”

“There’s no reason for you to leave,” I finished my warrior wife’s thought and then held out my hand to the stunning dryad. “If you want to stay, you should stay.”

“Oh, I very much want to stay.” Tamzin’s low, sultry voice sent a thrill down my spine, and a fresh wave of blood flowed down with it to make my dick hard as a rock again.

Tamzin was wearing a slinky black nightgown that Nika must have made for her. She slipped out of it and let it fall like a waterfall to her feet, and then she took my hand.

For a moment, Khara and I could only stare at the curves of her dark skin and imagine all the ways we wanted to touch her. I knew that was all I could think about anyway, and when I glanced at the orc warrior, she was licking her lips like she could already taste the dryad.

“Where do you want me?” Tamzin smiled as she knelt between us. “Maybe here?”

The dryad leaned toward me and caressed her tongue along the side of my neck. It sent such a shiver through my body that all the hair on my neck and arms immediately prickled. Then I felt Tamzin’s hands brush up the inside of my thigh, but she paused right before she reached my cock.

“Or maybe… here?” Tamzin teased and then leaned over to kiss Khara’s neck.

The brunette warrior’s chest vibrated with a low purr again. Then Khara cupped her hand around the other woman’s face and pulled her closer.

“Maybe here,” Khara whispered, and she kissed her firmly on the lips.

Tamzin’s plump lips pulled apart Khara’s charcoal-gray ones. Their bodies pressed together eagerly when Tamzin climbed into Khara’s lap, and then the dryad held out her hand to me without breaking her lip-lock on the sexy orc.

I took her hand so I could move closer, but then I slipped both my hands into the hair of the two women. My right hand got lost in Khara’s thick brown waves, and my left hand disappeared into Tamzin’s thick green kinks. I held my hands steady for a second while I watched their lips consume each other, and when I felt so stiff that I could burst, I gently turned them both toward me.

Then we all tried to consume each other in a three-way kiss.

Khara’s fangs teased against my lips as she kissed me, and I knew she could have pierced me right through if she didn’t have perfect control over her mouth. Khara was impatient as she kissed us both, like she could never have enough of either of us, but Tamzin’s lips were gentle and yielding. It felt like she would have let us do anything we wanted as long as it brought us pleasure.

“I want you to try it,” Khara whispered. “I want to feel what it’s like when you breathe in someone’s life force.”

Tamzin pulled away from our kiss just long enough to glance at me.

“Go right ahead,” I said. “Just make sure you give back most of what you take, since we don’t actually want Khara to be incapacitated.”

The dryad nodded and then fixed her dark brown gaze on my warrior wife. She leaned forward again but let her lips hover less than an inch away from Khara’s mouth, and then Tamzin took a deep inhale.

Green sparks of light flitted from one strand of her thick curls to the next, and Khara gasped and shivered from her crown to her toes. She started to rock back a little from where she was kneeling, but Tamzin quickly grasped her shoulders and exhaled a little of her life force back into the orc warrior.

“Ohhhh,” Khara purred with another shudder of pleasure. “Ohh, that is very fun.”

“Your turn,” Tamzin told me with a smile.

I should have been used to the feeling by now, but when the dryad inhaled a little of my life force for herself, I was still surprised by how dizzy I felt. But this time, my surroundings didn’t get blurry. It just felt like I was floating up out of my body for a few seconds. Then Tamzin exhaled my breath back into me, and it brought me crashing back down into my body with such a rush that I immediately grabbed the dryad’s hips and pulled her toward me.

“Fuck me,” I moaned. “That’s so fucking hot.”

“I know,” Tamzin said with a smile, right before she adjusted herself on my lap and guided my cock inside her. “And so is this.”

The stunning dryad slowly pushed my dick deeper inside her, but her tight tunnel made her have to back out every few seconds so she could start again. Each time, her velvety channel opened a little more for me until I was finally all the way inside her, and she could start to grind her hips in circles on top of me.

Khara just licked her lips as she watched the other woman ride me. Her gray breasts rose and fell in the same rhythm that Tamzin’s pelvis made little circles against mine, and when the dryad pulled Khara closer, they kissed each other again. Sometimes, it was only with their lips, but sometimes, both women exchanged breath instead.

I couldn’t decide what turned me on more. Maybe it was watching the way Khara’s nipples got aroused every time Tamzin inhaled a little of her breath, or the way her whole body vibrated with a loud purr whenever Tamzin exhaled the warrior woman’s breath into her body.

Or maybe it was the way the dryad took breaks from kissing Khara to lean down and press her tits against my chest. Her lips pulled in my exhale long enough to send a shimmer of green electricity across her dark skin, and just when I thought I might float up past the trees into the stars, she returned my life force to me. Then a fresh wave of blood and adrenaline flooded my body with strength, and I thought I’d never been more alive.

Hell, it was probably all of the above.

“I want you to fill me with your seed, Ken Jewell,” Tamzin whispered the next time she exhaled my life force back into me. “I am very close to climax, and I want you to finish at the same time. Finish deep inside of my body. My womb is fertile and eager for your seed.”

“Fuck yeah,” I groaned.

Tamzin and Khara went back to kissing each other, but the dryad kept riding me, and the orc warrior reached one hand down to play with herself at the same time.

Khara was actually the first one to cum. Her fingers hadn’t even slipped inside her tunnel, but she was so turned on from our threesome that a few minutes of massaging her clit was all it took to send her into a spiral of ecstasy.

“Ohh! Yesss!” Khara cried as her whole body spasmed.

As soon as the brunette warrior started to cum, it set off a chain reaction. Tamzin inhaled deeply and began to shimmer again with green light beneath her dark skin, and then she gasped and arched her back. Her mouth opened like she wanted to scream, but she couldn’t seem to even make a sound.

She only wriggled and gasped as emerald light danced through her hair, and the sight of both my women climaxing was too much for me. When I thrust into the dryad again, I unleashed my seed into the beautiful woman. It streamed into her like a rushing river, and I groaned and let my head fall back against the velvety moss beneath me.

Tamzin’s pelvic muscles gripped me even tighter to milk out the last of my remaining seed, and my body trembled as I poured my essence into her. I didn’t know if I came inside her for seconds or minutes or hours, but it felt so good that I didn’t care one way or another. All I cared about was that when the three of us finally collapsed onto the moss beside each other, we were all sweaty, panting, and more than satisfied.

“If you were not pregnant before, you definitely are now,” Khara said with a smirk.

“I cannot wait to give our husband a child,” Tamzin sighed.

“Well, I can’t wait to see what a dryad baby is like,” I chuckled. “Or how they’re even born.”

“I hope we will find out sooner rather than later,” Khara said. “I do not know how Ruby has been so patient with her pregnancy. If I had to be pregnant for six months before I could give birth, I would drive myself crazy.”

“You would probably drive all of us crazy, babe,” I teased. “Pregnant orcs are the most violent and irrational creatures in the underdark, remember?”

“It is true,” Khara agreed with a smug smirk.

“Can you imagine if you were a human and had to be pregnant for nine months?” I laughed.

“I am not sure anyone would survive such an ordeal if orc pregnancies lasted nine months,” Khara said. “We are all very lucky that it is only three months. Or in Akana’s case, only two since she is such a powerful little half-orc.”

I pulled both of the powerful women toward me so they could lay their heads on my chest. We watched the stars wheel and shift overhead, and I thought about what a lucky son of a bitch I was. This life was better than anything I could have ever dreamed up for myself, and I never regretted falling through that portal in Syria even for a second.

When the stars above the grove of pine trees changed to whole new constellations, I knew we should probably get back home. I helped both women up, and after we had all pulled our clothes back on, I led us along the path toward the drawbridge.

“Thank you, by the way,” I told Tamzin as we walked. “I saw how you covered up the wagon tracks in the forest. It’s like we were never there.”

“Now that I have done it once, it should be much easier to do going forward,” Tamzin said. “If I do it every time we make a quarry run, then it will not be difficult to maintain.”

“You’re really saving our asses,” I said. “So I mean it. Thank you.”

“You are very welcome, Ken Jewell,” Tamzin said as she looped her arm through mine. “I am glad that I came into your life at such an exciting time. Orc armies, granite quarries, evil dukes, and helpful prostitutes!”

“You will never be bored here, that much is certain,” Khara said. “Although I do not imagine that you were bored very often in the deep, deep underdark. Do you miss it at all?”

“No, I do not,” Tamzin answered immediately. “How could I, when our husband has given me the gift of enjoying daylight and all the beautiful trees that the surface world has to offer?”

“But surely there has to be something you miss,” I said. “Don’t you have any family?”

“No.” Tamzin shook her head. “I lived with a grove of dryads, but I would not consider them family. They had very specific ideas about what a dryad should be, how she should look, what kind of seedlings she should raise, things like that. And I never fit into their ideas.”

“You argued about what kind of trees to grow?” Khara repeated.

“I always chose the smallest seeds and weakest seedlings and saplings to nurture,” Tamzin said. “Usually, dryads pick the biggest and strongest, but I knew that if I showed the smaller seedlings how to grow and took good care of them, they would be more loyal to me than any big and strong sapling would ever be.”

“I have so many more questions now.” I scratched my head. “How can a tree be loyal?”

“Trees are the most loyal creatures there are,” the dryad replied. “Well, not all of them. But they can be, and the ones I raised were. They loved that I made them grow stronger and more powerful than any of the other trees in our grove. The other dryads hated me for it because their own trees never did as well, even though they always picked the most promising seedlings.”

“Of course they hated you for this,” Khara said. “Jealousy is always the mark of a lesser woman. Or dryad, in this case.”

“But won’t you miss your seedlings?” I asked.

“If I miss anything about my former life, I would say it is my trees and my seedlings,” Tamzin sighed. “I could transplant them somewhere close where I could keep an eye on them, but the other dryads would not be happy about it. If I take my trees, it will break the power of their grove, and then they will be more vulnerable to the drow.”

“I’m still catching up on the politics of the underdark, the deep underdark, and the deep, deep underdark,” I said. “So, are dryads and drow natural enemies or something?”

“Oh, yes!” Tamzin answered.

“Dryads and drow are like dwarves and goblins,” Khara added. “They really, truly hate each other. Well, drow hate every other race.”

“That is very true,” Tamzin said. “The dark elves are the most dangerous and spiteful creatures in the underdark. They even hate themselves. I was actually trying to avoid a troop of drow right before I came to the surface and found that lost human girl. I had entered their territory to steal some moss. My seedlings need the nutrients from this particular type of moss, but it only grows where the drow live. A hunting party spotted me as I was escaping though, and then I ran as fast as I could to the surface to try and escape them.”

“They did not follow you?” Khara asked.

“No, because they sniffed out the werewolves on the surface before I did,” Tamzin sighed. “I lost the moss when the villagers caught me, but at least I saved that little girl.”

“Your kindness toward a human child is confusing,” Khara said. “But I can see from our husband’s look of love that he approves of this softheartedness when it comes to children of the surface world or the underdark.”

“It’s true,” I chuckled. “I’ll tell you what, Tamzin. Once we sort out the combined army of three orc tribes, we can go into the deep, deep underdark and get your trees and seedlings so we can transplant them for you.”

“You would really do this for me?” the dryad gasped.

“Our husband would move mountains for you if you asked him to,” Khara replied.

“Also true,” I said with a grin. “Hell, we can even go get some of that special moss from drow territory if you want.”

“You would make enemies of the drow?” Khara arched a perfect dark eyebrow.

“I’ll make enemies of anyone who stands in the way of something my family needs,” I answered.

“You are truly the most wonderful man,” Tamzin said as she clutched my bicep a little more tightly. “I am very glad you found me, Ken Jewell.”

“Me too, sweetheart,” I said and then kissed the top of her kinky green hair.

When we made it back home, there were still a few hours to go before the first sunrise. After another round of lovemaking that all five of my wives joined in on, we passed out and enjoyed a much-deserved sleep until the first light shone through the window and woke me up with a gentle warmth on my cheek.

I was surprised to find Nika and the gobs already up, but I was even more surprised to find all of my goblin sons making breakfast in the kitchen. Nika was still wearing my patrol cap, only now she had all her candy-red hair tucked up underneath so it poofed up like a chef’s hat.

“What’s going on here?” I yawned as I pulled on a clean shirt.

“I told the gobs that if they can’t follow orders in the kitchen, then they can’t follow orders on the battlefield!” Nika said with her hands on her hips. “And you all want to fight beside your Da, don’t you?”

“Yes, Ma!” all the gobs cried in unison.

“Shitter, more salt on those eggs!” Nika shouted. “Timber, where are those muffins? Burp, dice the apples, not your brother’s fingers! Blink, does that bacon look crispy to you? Because it is definitely not!”

“Are you still trying to prove that we can have another baby?” I whispered in her ear.

“Oh yes, Ken Jewell,” Nika moaned at the feeling of my breath on her neck. “Do not worry! We will be able to make another baby very soon. I told you that I would handle these gob boys, and I am handling the gob boys.”

“I see that.” I smirked as I spotted a small fire starting on the stove.

“Fetch! Canigo!” Nika gasped when she followed my gaze. “The toast is supposed to be toasting, not bursting into flames! This is a kitchen, not a kiln!”

I grinned as both gobs threw the flaming toast on the ground, stomped it out with their dirty green feet, and then held it up proudly like it was still fit to go on the table.

“That is not how you toast toast!” Nika promptly chased them both out the door with her shoe.

The next few days went by in a blur of wall construction and war preparations. We had already made all our bombs, but every time we went on another quarry run at night, I checked all the traps that I had made with our girls, and Sawsaw and I even set up a few new ones in the woods south of the quarry. I wanted all of our bases to be covered so we would have options about which way we led the orcs to their doom once they finished defeating the duke’s forces.

We drilled for multiple scenarios too, just so everyone was on the same page. Since it was safe to assume that ten thousand orcs would defeat Duke Bellfrey’s army, we only planned one scenario in case the humans won. We focused the rest of our efforts on making sure we all knew where all the traps were, both on the surface and in the underdark tunnels, and that we also knew how we were going to fight any orcs who survived our death maze.

Khara only went with us once so she could memorize the location of all the traps. I asked her to stay at home during the rest of our quarry runs because I wanted to make sure that her scent wouldn’t spread anywhere that we didn’t want the orcs to follow. But Akana went with me every night to the quarry, and she spent each time sniffing around for any scouting parties that the orc army sent ahead of itself.

My orc daughter didn’t smell anything the first night, but she started to smell distant traces of orcs the second night. The third night, the traces were even closer, and by the fourth night, Akana was convinced that the orcs could only be a day or two away.

When I told this to Khara the next day, the brunette orc warrior insisted on coming with us on our next quarry run that night.

“It is time, Ken Jewell,” Khara said. “Akana says the orcs smell like they are very close to the quarry again, and based on what she has sensed, I think they will reach the quarry tonight. Then they will follow the scent and rush the castle, and I should be there for all of this.”

“If the orcs really are getting close to attacking the duke’s forces, I do want you with us,” I agreed. “After they destroy the duke’s army, we’ll lead them back into the tunnels, through our series of traps, and then we’ll need to eliminate the remaining orcs with our bombs and whatever other weapons we can.”

“You are not arguing with me?” Khara asked with a slight tilt of her head.

“No, why should I?” I answered. “You’ve been very patient staying at home, but you don’t have to be patient anymore.”

“It’s true, I have been very patient,” Khara agreed. “I was unhappy with the arrangement at first, but when I considered it to be a very long hunt, I did not mind so much. Hunting requires much patience, and I am an excellent hunter.”

“And it looks like the other orc tribes will finally get to see that for themselves,” I said. “You might not have gotten the chance to show off the balor you killed in the trophy hunt, but now you get to show off by taking down an even bigger and better prey.”

“Ten thousand orcs,” Khara finished for me with a wild light in her red eyes, as if she was planning to destroy all ten thousand by herself.

“Maybe leave a few for the rest of us,” I joked.

“I believe that will be possible.” Khara gave a serious nod. “Then they will see that their mightiest hunter has joined a clan of the other mightiest hunters in the underdark, and they will be forced to acknowledge the superiority of my chosen husband and chieftain. I will give them just long enough to admit this and cry out for mercy before I make them choke to death on their own teeth.”

“Or before we snap their rib cages and pull out their beating hearts,” I teased. “Or break their kneecaps and force them to fall where we can easily cut off their heads.”

“Yes.” Khara didn’t even crack a smile. “These would also be acceptable methods of demonstrating your superiority.”

“Sounds like you’re ready, then,” I said with an admiring glance at my warrior wife.

She really would make a great goddess of war.

“We are ready too, Daddy!” Abby announced behind me.

I turned to see the little siren march toward me with a full face of camo makeup. Akana and my goblin daughter were right behind her with makeup smeared all over their faces too, even though the green camo makeup mostly blended in with the gob girl’s jade-colored skin.

“You can come with us, Abby,” I said. “But I’m afraid your little sisters are going to have to stay home.”

“What?” Abby looked crushed. “Why?”

“I know Akana and the little gob have fought wendigos, griffins, and a handful of orcs,” I said. “But we’re about to face ten thousand orcs.”

“Less than that, as long as the duke’s army is able to eliminate some of them,” my goblin daughter pointed out.

“True,” I agreed. “But either way, we’re about to be up against an insane amount of orcs. I know you two are ferocious fighters, but you’re also still really young and really little. Hell, you could just get trampled in all the chaos! I can’t risk anything happening to you in such a dangerous fight. I’m sorry, sweeties. But the answer is no.”

Akana’s little lips trembled, and I had to tear my gaze away from her fangs when she buried them in her top lip and tried not to cry. I knew this might be an overprotective dad move, but these were still my little girls. I didn’t care that they could swipe the face off a wendigo in one blow or that they could ride griffins into the air and tear out their hearts. Those had been much more controlled situations, but the risk of losing them against ten thousand orcs was too great, and I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.

“You could go hunting in the woods south of the river,” Calli said quickly to try and make things better. “I’m sure that Matilda would love for you to take her on a hunting expedition. Then you could kill as many wild animals as you find, and Matilda could cook them up for you!”

“You wouldn’t come hunting with us, Auntie Calli?” my goblin daughter asked.

“I need to go with your daddy tonight,” my siren wife replied as she fixed her gaze on mine, and my head spun under her penetrating blue gaze the same way that it did when Tamzin inhaled some of my life force.

“Are you sure?” I asked. “You may have to return to the underdark depending on how things play out, and I know how much you never wanted to go below ground again if you could help it.”

“Ten thousand orcs are a lot of orcs,” Calli said. “I can help you better by fighting them at your side than by staying home tonight. If… if you will have me?”

“Of course I will,” I answered immediately. “Thank you, Calli. We could really use all the fighters we can get, and I’d feel a lot better if you were with us.”

“So even Auntie Calli gets to go, but not us?” the little goblin girl asked with a trembling lip.

“I’m sorry, but that’s my decision,” I told my two youngest daughters. “Torrance and his family can hold down the fort, but I’ll need you two to really keep an eye on things.”

“Maybe while you are out hunting, you will run into a goblin raiding party headed to Buckshire!” Calli suggested. “That would be very fun!”

“Goblin raiding parties are not the same thing as an invading orc army,” my goblin daughter sighed heavily.

Akana opened her mouth like she might actually say her first words, but she quickly shut it again and shook her head. Abby tried to pat her head and comfort her, but Akana’s upset expression didn’t change until my little goblin girl wrapped her arms around her and whispered something in her ear.

Akana listened with wide eyes and then hugged her little sister hard.

“What did you say?” It was hard to be suspicious of my cute redheaded daughter, but Akana’s sudden shift in mood was… well, it was suspicious.

“I told her not to worry and that we will have a good time hunting!” the little goblin girl said. “Sawsaw has been helping me practice my sneaks a lot, and I have gotten very good at them!”

“I’m sure you have, princess,” I said, and even though I wasn’t sure I believed my two youngest daughters, it seemed like they had accepted my orders.

Since the orcs would attack soon if not actually tonight, we brought along all our bombs. We also took all five getaway wagons but left Charlie at home with Torrance’s family and my two youngest daughters. All five of my wives came with me for this occasion, and so did all of my children except for my two youngest. I made sure everyone was armed to the teeth, and then we headed out at first sunset.

When we reached the quarry, I decided to have everyone start by transporting the granite along the railroad. We still needed more stone so we might as well not waste any time. But I did tell Khara to go into the tunnels south of the quarry so she could sniff out any orcs. If she could give us a better picture of when the orcs might attack the duke, we would be able to plan out the remaining details of our own attack on the surviving orcs.

But just when everyone started to split up and carry out their different tasks, the sound of gleeful giggles caught my attention from one of our getaway wagons.

“Shh, shh, not yet!” one girlish voice giggled.

A low grunt followed the giggle, followed by another fairy-like laugh, and I whirled around in time to see two pairs of feet dangling down from the underside of a wagon. They immediately pulled back up out of sight, but there was no mistaking the little gray feet and the tiny emerald toes I had just spotted.

My jaw snapped shut with tension.

“Akana and Littlest Gob, if you two don’t jump down and get your asses out here in three… two…” I didn’t have to finish my countdown.

Both my youngest girls toppled out from where they had been hiding under the wagon. Their faces were still streaked with Abby’s camo makeup, and they were both armed with knives and a claw hammer for the goblin girl.

Abby clapped her hands and ran forward to hug them, and even Sawsaw had to turn away to hide his grin at seeing his two baby sisters. Nika clasped her hands to her heart and gave a contented sigh, Khara gave an approving nod, but all I could do was pinch the bridge of my nose and count very slowly to ten in my mind.

“Does somebody want to explain this?” I groaned at last.

“Nobody knew anything about it!” my goblin daughter declared. “Me and Akana decided to do this on our own. Well, technically I decided to do it, and she agreed to it! We cannot miss such an important battle, Daddy. I know we are little, but we are ready for it. And you worry far too much!”

I ground my teeth as I bent down so I could examine the underside of the wagon, and I saw that there were now eight little horseshoe-shaped hooks that had been drilled into the wood. My girls must have gripped half the rings with their hands and the other half of the hooks with their feet so they could hold themselves up along the long ride north.

I had to admit that I was fucking impressed.

“You should be very proud of them for coming to the battle!” Calli gushed as she knelt down and smothered both girls with kisses. “This is such an important step of their development.”

“You cannot blame them for wanting to fight our enemies alongside the rest of the family,” Tamzin said with a smile.

Khara stepped forward, pressed her finger along the edges of the little girls’ knives, and drew back blood. “Their weapons are appropriately cleaned and sharpened,” the brunette warrior said with a look of pride.

Akana returned her mother’s look of pride. Then she turned her red eyes on me with a look of desperate hope, and the longer I looked at my little fanged princess, the more my resolve started to weaken.

“Plus, we fight better as a trio!” Abby said as she draped her arms over her little sisters’ shoulders. “It is easy to cause lots of destruction when you are as small and fast and fantastic as we are!”

My scowl finally cracked under these words.

“Am I going to have to get General Sergeant Captain Nika to whip all three of you into shape with your brothers?” I chuckled. “I guess I should have seen this coming. But how did those hooks get onto the wagon?”

“I grabbed some materials from Auntie Ruby’s workshop while you were all getting armed and getting all the bombs,” the little goblin girl explained. “I made them very quickly, but they held up really well!”

“You two must have really wanted to come if you went to all that trouble,” I said. “And I know that wasn’t an easy drive for you two to hold onto the wagon the whole time.”

“Sooo…” My goblin daughter took a deep breath. “Does that mean we can stay?”

“Yeah, you can stay,” I answered with a resigned sigh. “But you have to promise not to stray too far from the rest of us if we end up in a fight! I want eyes on you at all times.”

“We promise!” the little goblin girl answered for herself and Akana.

I probably should have been more upset that my two youngest daughters had showed up despite my orders to stay home. But it was hard to feel anything but pride when I looked at my bloodthirsty little princesses, and I knew their ferocity might be the one thing that could push any battles in our favor.

We spent the next few hours hauling granite from the quarry back to the wagons. I kept expecting Khara to return and tell us if she had picked up the orcs’ trail yet, but she was still gone when we came back up to the surface and started to unload the last round of granite.

Then I spotted the warrior woman racing toward us through the trees. Her heavy gray breasts jolted with every pounding step, and her black claws were fully extended in the dim light.

“Ken Jewell!” Khara cried. “It is finally time! The orcs are here!”
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Chapter 20

I immediately pulled my axe off my back, but no orcs jumped out of the woods to attack us. Everything was still and quiet except for the occasional hoot of an owl or the low snort of one of my draft horses. When I looked back at Khara, I realized that my warrior wife looked like she had rolled around in a giant mud puddle and was now caked in mud along her arms and bare legs.

“When you say the orcs are ‘here,’ do you mean here or just close by?” I whispered.

“Listen!” Khara hissed.

I still didn’t hear or see anything, so I closed my eyes and held my breath. There was a slight rustle in the leaves overhead, as if the trees knew what was coming before I did. I thought I heard the wind whistling in the distance a second later, but it didn’t sound like any wind I had ever heard before.

Then I realized the wind was actually the howling of the orcs.

Every new war cry sounded like a cross between a shriek and a wolf howl, but each one ended in a low whooping sound. A deep drumming noise was layered on top of the war cries, but I couldn’t tell if the orcs were actually playing war drums or if it was just the sound of their feet running into battle.

“We’ve gotta move,” I growled. “Khara, how far away are they?”

“I was sniffing around the tunnels and found their scent exiting another cave southwest of here,” Khara said. “I led them on a quick chase north so they didn’t come directly to the quarry. Then I doused myself in mud to try to hide my scent and sprinted here as quickly as I could.”

“Khara!” I said again. “How far?”

“They are catching up,” Khara said and then wiggled one of her pointed ears. “They are perhaps a mile and a half away.”

“And how fast can they run?”

“They will be here in less than ten minutes,” Khara answered.

“Shit!” I muttered, and then a jolt of adrenaline shot through my whole body and made my heart start to hammer against my rib cage like a jackrabbit on cocaine.

“What should we do about the granite?” Calli asked.

“Forget the granite for now,” I answered. “The orcs are on a mission, so they won’t give a shit about a few wagons full of stone. We’ll leave them here and come back for them when the battle is over.”

“Will the horses be okay?” Tamzin asked. “I can try to hide them if you would like.”

“That’d be fucking amazing,” I said. “Just as long as you don’t have to use too much energy to do it.”

“Give me sixty seconds,” the dryad said.

I nodded, and Tamzin turned and raised her hands toward the trees.

Green sparks of light flickered in her hair as she leaned back to face the branches. A low rumble like thunder vibrated the ground beneath our feet, and the trees around Torrance’s cave entrance all began to respond to Tamzin’s power. Their branches bent down toward the draft horses and our granite-filled wagons. Oak leaves and fir needles both swung into place to form a screen concealing our horses and carts from view, and the longer I watched, the more hidden everything grew.

“Where do you want us, Ken Jewell?” Nika demanded behind me. “Give us your orders, and I will make sure the gobs carry them out to their last breath!”

I forced myself to turn away from Tamzin’s work so I could issue orders to the rest of my family. “First of all, nobody’s going to be carrying out anything to their last breath.”

“You cannot know that for certain,” Khara said.

“Oh yes, I can,” I countered. “Every single member of this family is going home when this fight is all over with, and you cannot convince me otherwise.”

“You are a very loving father and husband to care so much about your family,” Nika sighed.

“Even if it means you do not understand that death in battle is a glorious way to die,” Khara said.

“That’s enough, nobody’s dying tonight,” I said. “Or any other time, for that matter. I don’t give you permission, and this is not an order you can defy.”

“Da, yes, Da!” the gob boys all said with a sharp salute, and Nika’s emerald eyes shone with pride as she looked on from the sidelines.

“Now, as far as what I want us to do tonight,” I continued. “I need all of you with me to fight the orcs after they finish off Duke Bellfrey. I want us to go to the edge of the woods, climb up in the trees, and then watch the orc army sweep in and attack the castle. When they defeat them and retreat before the suns come up, we’ll lead them back through the woods and into the underdark tunnels where we have set up all our traps.”

“Sawsaw know spot,” my oldest son announced. “Found good watch position after night with duchess.”

“Oh, the duchess!” Calli gasped. “What will she do when the orcs attack?”

“If she has any fucking sense, she would have left after our husband literally told her that the orcs were going to attack,” Ruby swore. “I know she probably didn’t believe him when he said he was Ken Jewell, but he gave her a way out. All she had to do was follow his directions through the postern gate, through the barricade of thorns, and into the fucking forest. Then she could have gone anywhere she wanted to.”

“What if the duke made it impossible for her to flee?” Calli asked as she turned her wide blue eyes on me. “She was very generous to help you and Sawsaw escape, my love. I would hate for anything to happen to her.”

“All finished,” Tamzin announced before I could answer my siren wife.

I turned back around and saw that the bending, screening tree branches had completed their work for the dryad. The oak leaves swayed back and forth gently in a soft breeze, the fir needles rustled slightly, and the branches groaned and creaked every time they scraped against each other to stay in place around their hidden treasure. The horses and wagons weren’t one hundred percent hidden, but they should be impossible to spot unless you were really looking for them.

“That should be enough to make the orcs run right by them,” Tamzin said. “It would take too much energy to hide them completely, but the trees know what I want them to do. I think they’ll be cooperative.”

“Fuck me,” I whispered. “Nice fucking work, darling.”

Tamzin smiled and lowered her dark brown eyes.

“Now, let’s move!” I said. “Sawsaw, lead the way.”

All sixteen of us fled in the opposite direction from the howling war cries. The horses were so docile that they didn’t seem surprised or concerned that we were abandoning them, but that also could have been because of Tamzin’s magic. When I glanced back to check on them, they were already hidden by the low-hanging tree branches, and I trusted they would be safe until we got back to them.

We started to pick up the pace, so I scooped up my goblin daughter and sprinted forward with her in my arms. Sawsaw grabbed Abby and held her on his hip as he led us through the woods, and Tamzin took Akana so the fierce little orc girl didn’t fall behind. The gob boys were all big enough to keep up with the rest of us now, and even though it was tempting to throw Ruby over my shoulder too, the petite redhead ran surprisingly fast for being halfway through her pregnancy.

Our feet hardly made any noise on the soft forest floor, but that might have been because I was so focused on the constant drumming of the orcs a mile away. Their war cries made all the animals in the woods fall silent, and I wondered if the people of Hamstead could hear them inside their locked houses.

“And the duchess?” Calli panted as we ran.

“If the duke made it impossible for her to escape before tonight, then there’s nothing we can do about it now,” I said through gritted teeth. “I liked Duchess Safia, and I think she’s gotten a raw deal in her life with the duke, but I don’t know her well enough to risk our entire plan by trying to warn her.”

“Plus the fact that you already fucking warned her, remember?” Ruby puffed as she pumped her short legs to keep up with the rest of us.

“And if you try to warn her again now, you would probably end up warning her husband at the same time,” Khara pointed out.

“Yeah, that too,” I agreed. “And if the duchess is still inside the castle, that’s gonna be the safest place for her when the attack goes down anyway. The duke will be most interested in protecting himself and his wife. He probably has some kind of panic room where they can go, or he’ll wait and try to sneak out of the castle completely once shit really starts to hit the fan.”

“Maybe we will get to meet this beautiful duchess one day,” Nika sighed. “It sounded like she was really smitten with you, otherwise she would never have helped you and Sawsaw escape from the guards! And this proves that she has very good taste, Ken Jewell!”

“We’ll see,” I said and then tried to push the memory of the regal woman out of my head.

I didn’t want my wives-- well, mostly Nika-- to go off script and try to warn the duchess instead of staying safely out of harm’s way while my two enemies obliterated each other. But if I was being honest with myself, I was worried about Safia, too.

Despite her giant ass of a husband, she seemed more than capable of handling herself, and I hoped that meant she had found a way to escape since I warned her about the orcs. I told myself that it was just because I didn’t want anybody innocent to get caught between the two opposing sides, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the way the duchess had appeared like a golden cloud in the closet and then spoken with the fire of burning embers in her voice.

I sure as hell hoped she had gotten out in time.

To keep myself distracted as we continued our run, I glanced back over my shoulder to make sure that the orcs were still out of sight. Their war cries were definitely closer now, but the woods behind us still looked deserted. I expected thousands of gray orc bodies to appear from the shadows any second now, but I forced myself to whip back around just in time to avoid a low tree branch.

“There!” Sawsaw pointed to the edge of the forest up ahead.

I trusted that my oldest son knew exactly where he was taking us. I kept following him without question, and when we reached the edge of the woods, my faith was rewarded. This section of the forest faced the southwestern wall of the duke’s castle. We would be able to see the whole western wall when the orcs attacked, and we would also be able to see the front gate from here. The only thing we couldn’t see was the postern gate, but I had an easy way to fix that.

“Everybody, get up into the trees where you can watch the battle,” I ordered. “Except for Sawsaw and Calli. I want you two to run further north and watch that wall. The orcs may swing down and attack from the north too, but even if they don’t, I want to have eyes on the postern gate.”

“Yes, Da.” Sawsaw nodded and set Abby down.

“We will keep watch until it is over,” Calli answered.

As soon as Calli and Sawsaw disappeared through the trees to travel further north, I held my goblin daughter up toward the lowest tree branch and let her scramble up high into the branches.

“Me next!” Abby said, and I smiled as I lifted her up into the tree, too.

Akana extended her arms up toward the tree next, and Tamzin quickly raised the little orc so she could climb up and join her sisters. Burp and Fetch both clambered up the tree trunk after her, and I signaled for Timber to join them in this tree. When all six of my youngest kids were perched high in the tree branches, I paused to decide where I wanted everyone else to be.

The trees along the edge of the woods were all sturdy enough that we could have all climbed up one instead of splitting up between different trees. But since any missions that involved the underdark had a pretty decent fail rate, I wanted to plan for every possibility.

If the orcs got distracted and tried to attack us instead of the castle, I didn’t want us to all be trapped in the same tree. We would at least have a chance of putting up a fight if we could all throw our grenades down from multiple trees. Plus, we could probably shimmy down our different trees in the confusing aftermath of an explosion, and then we could help everyone else get down, too.

I didn’t think it would come to that since I had literally drenched the duke’s room with Khara’s perfume. But if the Army had taught me anything, it was to always have multiple options and backup plans, and this logic applied just as much to this world as it did back on Earth.

Oh, and bullets.

The Army also taught me to always bring more bullets than you think you need.

Of course, there wasn’t much I could do about getting more bullets here, but I could at least be careful about how I used them. And that was exactly why I had made so many damn bombs and grenades to supplement my thirty remaining bullets. Nika had stitched extra pockets into all of our individual packs, so we were each loaded down with as many explosives as we could carry, plus we also had a few more reserves stashed at the carts.

But I prayed we didn’t have to use those, since it meant we’d be running away with the army right behind us.

Shitter, Canigo, and Blink all shimmied up the neighboring tree beside their younger siblings. Once all my kids were in position, I had Nika climb up a third tree next to them. Then Tamzin and I pulled ourselves up into a fourth tree next to Nika’s chosen perch.

Once I positioned myself in the crook of a thick branch where I could still see my goblin wife, I told Ruby and Khara to climb the tree on my other side. The five trees we’d all chosen were spread out far enough to handle any extenuating circumstances, but close enough that we could still communicate with each other while we waited.

“Ken Jewell!” Nika hissed from the tree on my right.

“What is it?” I demanded and glanced at the ground far below like a horde of orcs might suddenly appear and try to climb the trunk.

“Would you like any snacks?” My goblin wife grinned.

“Snacks?” I repeated and shook my head. “Nika, this is no time for--”

“Actually, I would love a snack,” Tamzin said before I could finish my protest.

“Did somebody say snacks?” Ruby called from the tree on my left.

“See?” Nika responded triumphantly, even as the sound of drumming feet and howling war cries drew closer. “This is a very important event for our family, and we need snacks to celebrate!”

The goblin woman tossed two small sacks to my children in the two trees on her other side. After she tossed two more bags to Tamzin, the dryad threw one of them to Ruby and then opened our sack to see what kinds of goodies Nika had packed for us.

“Wow. There is a lot of food in here.” My favorite blueberry muffins were at the top of the sack, but Nika had made them into bite-sized miniatures. Strips of beef jerky and roasted pecans gave me something salty to counteract the sweetness of the muffins, and there were also fresh apples, savory apple and potato pancakes, and pink sugar cookies from Matilda.

My goblin wife had even packed us each a small waterskin filled with peppermint tea so we had something to drink while we munched.

I pulled out the waterskin with a grin, and it made me think of all the times I had smuggled canned sodas into the movies. I always waited to pop them until the opening movie credits started rolling so their noise would block out the tell-tale snap of the can, but I didn’t have to worry about that now.

Sure, Nika’s snacks might not be literal popcorn and soda, but I thought this was all a hell of a lot better. I was proud of her for packing all of this for our first full-family outing, and I would make sure I told her that later.

Right now, I just had to make sure the orcs didn’t hear us munching up in the treetops when they passed us by.

After everyone had their snacks ready, I told them to wait until we spotted the orcs. I wanted to make sure the army was fully engaged in attacking the palace before I leaned back and enjoyed our treats, but we only had to wait about two more minutes before Khara signaled that the orcs were almost on top of us.

Thirty seconds later, I spotted the lead soldiers of the charging orc army.

They were hard to see clearly through all the tree branches, especially since the closest soldiers were about a hundred yards south of us, but the moment their shadowy forms emerged from the woods, I had to steady myself on the branch above me so I didn’t just topple right out of the tree.

Every last orc looked like it had come out of the womb with a weapon in hand. Their gray bodies were covered with piercings, and their muscles rippled in the dim moonlight as they poured out of the forest south of us. The ones who wore clothing all wore yellow, blue, or black fabric, and I remembered that this was to show their membership in either the Dhozhna Khi, Rakna, or Dagham Ghur tribes.

There were so many of the monsters that I couldn’t do anything but stare at them. Then I suddenly realized that they had completely stopped their war cries when they reached the forest edge, and now they moved with the total silence of trained hunters across the open field between the woods and the outer castle wall.

The entire green field around Duke Bellfrey’s fortress quickly filled with a river of gray, muscular warriors. More orcs kept spilling out of the forest as they rushed the castle, and they streamed toward the western wall and the southern wall that held the main gate. They clambered over each other in their eagerness to reach the castle first, and I saw more than one orc disappear beneath his companions’ feet when he couldn’t keep up with the rest of the soldiers.

I glanced at Khara and saw that my warrior wife was leaning forward so much that Ruby had to keep pulling her back so she didn’t lose her seat on the tree branch. The brunette orc’s lips were parted, and she looked like she was watching the steady stream of orc warriors with as much enthusiasm as if this was her first time seeing The Godfather.

She must have felt me looking at her because Khara met my gaze with her burning red eyes, gave me a fanged smile, and then held up three fingers. She mouthed a countdown as she put one finger down after another, and when her hand formed nothing but a fist, I looked back at the orc army.

The lead soldiers had just reached the castle wall.

Their silence ended just as suddenly as it had started. The moment they shrieked their war cries again, the first orcs hurled themselves against the granite wall. Some of them were so frenzied by the thought of battle that they threw their whole bodies straight against the hard stone and quickly stained the pale rock with their blood.

The other orcs just used their fallen corpses as little ladders to help them up toward the top of the wall.

But some smarter orcs raced forward with whole trees that they propped up against the top wall. The warriors raced up the trees faster than they could have climbed actual ladders, and the first orc soldiers reached the top of the wall before anyone in the castle realized exactly what was making the horrific war cries.

Then the entire castle erupted in screams from within.

The shrieks of the humans were almost immediately drowned out by the loud smacking of my goblin sons as they tore into the snacks their mother made them. But the orcs were too focused on their prize now to be distracted by odd noises from the treetops a few hundred yards away, and I doubted they heard anything but the adrenaline pounding in their pointed ears.

Tamzin offered me a pink sugar cookie, but I shook my head. The dryad devoured the pink cookie herself instead, and soon I heard the rest of my wives join in the snacking that my kids had started.

I couldn’t take my eyes off the castle, though. The humans might have been late to the party, but I had to give them credit for how fast they sprang into action as soon as they realized they were under attack. The first wave of orcs to reach the top of the wall were quickly thrown off by the responding soldiers, and this repulse was immediately followed up by boiling water or oil that the humans poured down onto the invading orcs.

They must have had some seriously magical dudes up there to heat it all up so damn hot, so damn fast.

The orcs who were caught by the burning liquid howled and collapsed beneath their companions, but the other orc warriors only used them as more stepping stools to help them climb up to the top of the granite wall.

“Should’ve built a trench, dummy,” I muttered under my breath.

The soldiers continued to fight off the orcs who reached the top, and they kept shoving off the trees to try and keep the orcs from scrambling up even faster. But so many trees landed on the wall that the soldiers couldn’t throw them off fast enough, and more and more orcs started to spill over the wall and then rush up the hill to the tower keep itself.

If nothing else, this was about to be an up close and personal look at what to do and what not to do if the orcs ever attacked my own homestead, before or after the granite wall was finished.

When the orcs started to pour up the hill toward the keep, they quickly found themselves surrounded by more soldiers. It was hard to see the details of the fight from here, but I noticed how few armored humans there were compared to the endless hordes of invading orcs. They were professional soldiers, so they fought well, but they were no match for the sheer numbers and ferocity of the orc warriors.

Still, the humans had ranged weapons on their side, and every few seconds, the human soldiers ducked or held up shields. Then a rain of arrows launched from the keep down onto the invaders, and dozens of orcs all fell with arrows skewered through their eyes, necks, shoulders, and any other vulnerable body parts.

Every time another wave of orc warriors died under the hail of arrows, more of them vaulted over the granite walls and ran over the bodies of their dead companions up toward the keep. The orcs continued to rush out of the woods in a steady stream, too, and now there were enough to assault the front of the castle, not just the side.

The front gates thudded rhythmically every time the orcs hurled themselves against them. The gray warriors shouted after each attack on the front gates before they threw themselves forward again, as if the sound of their shouts alone might be enough to break the castle gates.

“I really hope Duchess Safia is able to hide herself somewhere if she hasn’t already escaped,” I muttered.

“If Safia has enough good sense to find a strong hiding place, then she would be a worthy human wife for you, husband,” Khara said from the branch of the neighboring tree.

“And if she doesn’t?” I raised an eyebrow.

“If she’s not smart enough to hide or escape or fucking fight back, then she’s not good enough for you.” Ruby shrugged. “You told her the truth when you met her. What she did with that truth was up to her.”

“I know we may sound cold or cruel,” Tamzin said. “But even though I would like this duchess to survive and escape just as much as you would, she is a human. And for better or worse, she is a human connected to Duke Bellfrey. He is a bad human, and he must be punished for this. Whether his wife survives or not is out of our hands now.”

“I wonder how she ended up with him?” I was pretty sure I remembered a villager mentioning that the duchess’ family had their lands conquered by the duke, but I couldn’t remember anything beyond that.

“Ehhh.” Ruby shrugged. “All that matters is whether she was smart enough to get the fuck out while she still could.”

“And if she was brave enough to stand up against the duke,” Tamzin said. “Although from what you said, it sounds like she was already quite brave. Perhaps she just needed the means and the opportunity.”

“The duke is the one who laughed when Elvira asked him for mercy on your behalf,” I said quietly. “So it would take some definite guts to try and escape from him, whatever that ended up looking like for her.”

“Perhaps she killed the duke before she fled,” Khara suggested. “This would truly make her a worthy woman for you, husband.”

“You know, I kinda hope you’re right,” I said before another series of stomach-churning war cries erupted along the granite wall. “Damn! This shit is insane to watch.”

“Here.” Tamzin pressed a pink cookie into my hands. “Eat a snack. It will make you feel better.”

I nodded and took a bite of the delicately crispy edge of the sugar cookie before the soft center melted in my mouth. It was a good distraction, and it gave my brain enough of a breather to realize that I was actually starving. I settled in with an apple and potato pancake next, and by the time I finished my first strip of beef jerky, I felt a lot more relaxed.

Even though the orcs were still pouring out of the woods.

By now, the humans had rolled catapults into place from inside the castle walls. It didn’t do them a lot of good against the orcs who had already made it over the granite barrier, but as long as they defended the catapults, they were able to launch one projectile after another over the walls and into the army still pouring out of the woods.

When I saw the first flaming projectile, my throat dried out so fast that I almost choked on the bite of blueberry muffin I had just swallowed. The ball of burning wood landed firmly in the middle of the open space between the granite wall and the forest though, so we weren’t in any danger here.

It was a good thing too, since the first projectile only seemed to be a test. The next missiles were heavy stones that each flattened a dozen orcs at a time.

The orcs kept swarming forward like they didn’t even notice their dead companions, and some of the warriors simply climbed up over the heavy stones as if they were so determined to reach the castle that they couldn’t even be bothered to go around the bodies of the squashed orc warriors.

“They should have spent longer training their forces to work together,” Khara scoffed. “This is a pitiful excuse for an army.”

I glanced back and forth from the brunette warrior to the battlefield in front of me. “Uh, are we watching the same thing?”

“If the orc army did not have superior numbers on their side, they would be defeated,” Khara said. “Their strength in numbers has made them reckless and foolish. The Great Army of Molgre Dhodh would disembowel every last one of them before breakfast.”

“That’s not exactly comforting,” I muttered since I knew we would have to face my orc wife’s former army one day.

“Look at the way they are pouring over the wall,” Khara insisted. “Those orcs almost all belong to the Dhozhna Khi and Rakna tribes. But the Dagham Ghur tribe is still beating down the front gates, even though it is clear that it would be easier to simply scale the walls. There is either no communication or no cohesion between tribes.”

“But why?” Ruby whispered.

“The warriors of Dagham Ghur probably want to make their own way and claim victory for themselves.” Khara shrugged. “But of course, they could claim victory much more easily if they worked with the other tribes they are allied with.”

“Look at you plugging the value of teamwork!” Ruby grinned. “I remember a time when you would have died before you admitted that you needed help.”

“I only speak of what is practical,” Khara insisted. “These tribes have already made their alliance, so they are fools if they refuse to live by it and play it to their advantage.”

“Don’t you think they’re doing pretty well for themselves either way?” I nodded back at the battle.

A few hundred orcs had made it past the catapults, soldiers, and arrows. They started to climb up the walls of the tower keep now like it was a rock wall at a gym, and it didn’t seem like anything could stop them. Even the arrow-slit windows in the keep were too narrow for any of the archers to angle their weapons at the climbing invaders, so the orcs just kept ascending the granite walls.

I didn’t know what their end goal was since none of the windows were big enough for the muscular warriors to squeeze through, but I still had to admit that I was impressed.

“They climb almost as good as goblins,” I muttered, but Nika gasped like this was the worst insult I could have said, so I quickly added, “But only almost as good!”

“Nobody climbs like goblins,” Nika said proudly.

“That’s because they are not climbing.” Khara smirked. “They are scaling, and everyone knows that is very different.”

“Uhh, do they?” Ruby demanded. “Because they look a hell of a lot like they’re climbing to me.”

“Climbing is a mode of transportation,” Khara explained patiently. “Scaling is a mode of attack.”

“So the purpose is different,” Ruby said. “But not the actual thing they’re doing, right?”

“Not at all,” Khara huffed. “If you watch, you can see that--”

“Look, it’s not that I don’t appreciate you trying to explain the finer differences between climbing and scaling,” I interrupted. “But I’m starting to worry that this is all going to be over a lot faster than I thought, and we’ll still have nine thousand orcs left to kill.”

“Do not worry, Ken Jewell!” Nika called from my other side. “We have enough bombs to destroy all of them!”

“I appreciate your optimism,” I groaned. “But we definitely don’t have enough bombs to deal with nine thousand orcs if this fight is over as fast as I think it will be.”

“What do you think their endgame is?” Tamzin asked as her dark gaze followed the orcs scaling the keep.

“To break into the duke’s room, silly!” Nika replied. “That is where Khara’s scent is the strongest, so that is where they will go to find her!”

“Yeah, but how are they going to break in?” I asked. “The windows are impossible to fit through.”

Tamzin pointed silently to the front of the castle as the Dagham Ghur tribe finally broke down the front gates. They waltzed in like they were neighboring nobles who had come for a visit, and every time the duke’s soldiers tried to stop them, the orcs mowed them down like grass.

The other orcs kept scaling the four-story keep, but now so many black-clad warriors poured in through the front gates that it was impossible to distinguish human from orc. They streamed toward the door that led into the keep itself, and even though more soldiers tried to stop them, the fighters all started to blur together. All I could really see was an ocean of gray and silver all around the granite wall and all around the keep itself.

Then something happened that I did not expect.

The rooftop of the tower keep suddenly filled with people, but none of them were wearing armor like the rest of the duke’s soldiers. As far as I could tell, they were all dressed in dark robes like they were trying to be members of some secret society club.

Except these assholes had the goods to actually back up their clothes.

Fire streaked down from some of their fingers and carved a path of flames across the battlefield below. Others started to shoot lightning out of their fingertips straight down at the orcs who were scaling the keep, and one orc after another went stiff with shock and then plunged down to his death. Some of the robed fighters even started flying over the battlefield and firing down streaks of fire or just good old-fashioned crossbow bolts.

“Oh, shit!” Ruby hissed. “I forgot humans have magic powers!”

“I forgot they could be so powerful,” I muttered. “I keep thinking most human powers are like Torrance’s green thumb or that kid who couldn’t stop growing earwax.”

“It makes sense that Duke Bellfrey would employ as many people with powerful magic abilities as he can,” Tamzin said. “I wonder if the duke’s magic ability is anything powerful.”

“I bet it’s something silly like being able to dry wet laundry as soon as he touches it,” Ruby snorted.

“That would only be a silly power for a duke,” I said. “Otherwise, that would be super useful.”

“Oh!” Nika gasped. “Maybe the duke’s magic power is finding his own micro-penis when no one else can!”

“No wonder the duchess is so miserable with him,” Tamzin said with a smirk.

“Just think about how happy she will be when Ken Jewell brings her home to us!” Nika said. “I cannot wait to have a duchess as my sister. I hope she will survive tonight!”

One of the figures on the roof suddenly raised their hands high. I thought a massive streak of lightning was about to be summoned, but then I heard a chorus of low growls from deep in the forest behind us. I looked down from my perch high in the tree just in time to see a whole pack of wolves bolt out of the woods, along with a dozen massive brown bears.

“Hooooly fuck,” I muttered, and I quickly counted all my kids to make sure no one had slid lower in the trees.

The wild animals all galloped toward the fight and attacked the orcs from the back, and I had to admit, control over wild animals was a pretty badass power. Especially since these animals were so strong that they ripped apart dozens of orcs before the warriors had a chance to turn and rally against this new enemy.

The appearance of the magicians changed the whole fight. Only seconds ago, it had looked like the orcs were about to crush the human fortress in less than an hour, but now the orcs were forced to retreat, regroup, and attack again. It gave the human soldiers enough of a breather to reload their bows and catapults, and I’d bet anything that it probably gave the soldiers inside the keep an extra chance to reinforce the doors that led outside.

The battle raged on like this through the night. Every time it looked like the orcs were about to storm into the keep, a fresh wave of firebolts from the magicians or a new onslaught of arrows pushed them back. Then the gray warriors had to fight their way back through the human soldiers to regain the ground they lost, and that was only if they managed to avoid being crushed by any of the catapult projectiles.

When the red moon set over the western horizon, I had to slip down the tree and take a quick piss. The woods were completely empty of orcs by now, but I still went as fast as possible before I scrambled back up into the tree. The last thing I wanted was to be caught by any stray warriors with my pants literally down.

Once I was back up in the tree with Tamzin, I glanced at both western and eastern horizons and guessed we were less than two hours away from the first sunrise. Even in their battle frenzy, the orcs had to be keeping track of the time too so they wouldn’t burn to death in the morning light after all their hard work against the duke’s forces.

“How many casualties do you think both sides have so far?” I whispered.

“The orcs have to be down by at least seven thousand,” Ruby replied. “Look at all the fucking bodies! The corpses are piled so close together that the living have to scramble over their bodies like an obstacle course.”

“I think it might be closer to eight thousand,” Khara said. “If you look at how many orcs are still fighting, I estimate it is between two thousand and twenty-five hundred.”

“And the humans?” Tamzin asked. “How many human soldiers do you think are left?”

“It cannot be more than five hundred,” Khara answered. “I hate to admit it, but I am somewhat impressed by these useless humans. The living ones are more persistent than I expected.”

I might have felt bad about the sheer destruction of both orcs and humans, except for the fact that they both wanted me and my whole family dead. They had chosen their own fates the moment they declared me to be their enemy, and their deaths on the battlefield were still a hell of a lot kinder than anything they probably would have done to me, my wives, and my children.

Fuck that shit.

I had seen what the humans did to Torrance just for being friendly to me, and I had seen what they did to Tamzin even though she had saved a little human girl. But even what the humans did to Torrance and Tamzin would be mild compared to how much they wanted to hurt me.

I only wished there was a way to make sure that the duke was one of the casualties on the battlefield. There was no way to know for sure if he was even in the fight, much less in the middle of the battle. I hadn’t seen anyone with a clearly commanding presence yet other than a few human squad leaders, but based on what I’d heard about Duke Bellfrey, I doubted he was the kind of man who led his soldiers into battle.

He seemed much more like he would cower behind his troops instead of leading in front of them.

When there was just over an hour before dawn left, the orcs finally scaled all the way to the top of the keep. They ripped apart the magicians who hadn’t fled in time, cheered and roared with their faces to the sky, and then all promptly disappeared.

“I guess they found a door on the roof that leads inside the keep,” I whispered.

“They won’t be able to stay long,” Ruby said. “They have to retreat and make it all the way back to one of the underdark entrances before sunrise. That doesn’t give them a lot of time.”

“Just enough to search the duke’s quarters and figure out that Khara isn’t actually there,” I said.

“It should not take two thousand orcs long to search the tower keep,” Khara announced.

“Shit, is that how many orcs you think are left?” I asked.

“It is my best estimate now,” Khara replied. “There are perhaps two or three hundred human soldiers remaining, but I am sure they are all trying to find hiding places at this point. I would be surprised if they attempted to make a final stand against the orc army.”

I gripped the tree branch above me and forced myself to keep breathing. We were so close to accomplishing our whole goal, but we had to hold on a little longer to make sure that everything still went according to plan.

But before the orcs had a chance to reappear from deep inside the keep, a flash of movement caught my eye from the ground below. I was fully prepared to slide down the tree like a fireman’s pole with my axe in one hand, but the moment I saw long blonde hair, I relaxed and just slid to the ground without any weapons ready.

Calli and Sawsaw had returned from their post at the northern wall of the castle, and from the way they were trying to catch their breath, I guessed they had sprinted all the way here. My wives all slid down the trees after me, but my kids stayed perched high in the branches.

“Da!” Sawsaw panted. “Duke is escaping! Postern gate. Escort of a hundred soldiers.”

“And the duchess?” I demanded.

“No women,” Sawsaw answered. “But Sawsaw sniffed around. Duchess smell around postern gate too, but stale. Day or two old, maybe.”

“Were you able to track her scent at all from there?” I asked.

“Trail in direction of Hamstead,” my son replied. “Then trail cold.”

“Shit,” I whispered. “I hope that means the duchess got out a day or two ago and tried to reach safety.”

“At least it sounds like she was not here when the orcs attacked,” Calli said as she laid her hand on my arm. “I am sure she was able to find shelter somewhere in the village or a nearby farm.”

“I hope so,” I muttered. “But where were the duke and his escort heading when you saw them?”

“North,” Sawsaw replied. “Probably Grimford.”

“Fuck,” I groaned. “Grimford is where the king has his own troops stationed. They don’t belong to the duke, but he might be able to send a message to the king and ask to use them as reinforcements.”

“Not tonight, though,” Tamzin said. “He may be able to petition the king and bring back reinforcements to rebuild his castle and protect against further orc invasions, but he will not be able to get permission in time to do anything tonight. The first sun is less than half an hour from rising now.”

“That’s true,” I said. “I hate to let the duke get away, but--”

“So we go after him?” Sawsaw’s big brown eyes made him look like a puppy asking for a treat.

“No,” I said quickly. “We’ll have to deal with the duke another time. We can try to eliminate him before he gets permission to bring back reinforcements from the king, but our priority tonight is finishing off the orc army. We have about half an hour to lead them on a merry chase and then straight into the tunnels that we’ve set up for them.”

“It looks like our merry chase is about to start,” Ruby said with a nod back toward the castle.

Hundreds of orcs were now streaming out of the castle keep. Some of them climbed down from the roof like giant ants pouring down the sides of their anthill, but most of them burst out the front door and streamed back across the lawn. As fast as the gray warriors had assaulted the castle in the first place, now they rushed even faster to get away from the castle, and it only took one look at the eastern horizon to know why.

The orcs knew they were about to be beaten by the sunrise. And while they might have beaten the shit out of the human army, they had failed to find Khara. My warrior wife was the only reason they had attacked the duke’s forces in the first place, and it must have stung the hell out of their pride to realize that they had attacked the castle for no point at all, especially since their asses were now in very real danger of being barbecued alive.

The air filled with angry snarls as the monsters retreated. A few of the orcs got so mad that when they reached the keep roof, they grabbed one of their fellow warriors and pitched them right off the building just as a way of releasing their aggression.

“You ready to make a run for it, Khara?” I grinned.

“Always,” Khara purred. “As long as it means I am leading my enemies into a trap instead of simply running away in cowardice like the duke.”

“Good,” I said. “Because I want them to see you and then give chase. Are you sure you can outrun them?”

“Yes,” Khara replied. “I am the fastest orc I have ever met.”

“Good, then everybody else needs to get going,” I said. “I’m going with Khara, but I want everybody else to head straight to the tunnel at the quarry. Khara and I will lead the orcs on more of a roundabout route. Then we’ll get to the quarry after everybody else is in position, and it should be right in time for the sun to come up.”

“Gobs, prepare to move out!” Nika thundered.

My goblin sons all immediately dropped from the trees and tumbled to the ground. Then Abby, Akana, and the goblin girl all climbed down more gracefully to join them.

“Are you sure we can’t just spray the perfume and hope they follow that?” Ruby whispered. “It seems pretty fucking risky to let them actually see Khara.”

“I think they need to see her to actually follow her this time,” I replied with a glance at the orcs all still streaming back toward the granite wall. “They might not trust their noses alone after tonight, and more than anything, we need them to follow us into our death maze.”

“Wait until you see it, Auntie Ruby,” my goblin daughter said. “Abby says that you love traps and death mazes, so you are really going to love ours!”

“I can’t wait.” Ruby grinned. “You’ll have to do a death tally and see which traps kill how many orcs, plus how efficiently they kill them.”

“Oh, yes!” the curly-haired goblin girl said. “That is a wonderful idea! Then we can make our next death maze even deadlier with all the information we gather about this one!”

Burp blew a raspberry at the idea of information-gathering and data analysis, but Nika smacked him upside the head before he could even finish the noise.

“Gobs, carry your sisters!” I ordered. “Sawsaw, you lead the way. Calli and Tamzin will bring up the rear, and you two know what to do when we get close to the quarry. Everybody else, follow Sawsaw. Now let’s move!”

“Yes, Ken Jewell!” Nika cried.

The orcs were now all climbing back up the wall or rushing back out the front gates, but I waited until my family was out of sight in the trees before I turned to my warrior wife.

“Go ahead and do your thing, Khara,” I told her.

The sexy brunette warrior strode out of the trees like she was about to single-handedly take on two thousand orcs in combat, and I honestly wouldn’t have been surprised if she tried. Instead, Khara paused when she was about ten paces from the edge of the woods. A few of the orcs seemed to spot her, but they stared at her like she was just another orc warrior who was late to the party.

Then Khara tilted her head to the sky and released her bloodcurdling war cry.

The whole countryside filled with total silence for about two seconds, but it was immediately followed by a chorus of two thousand war cries that answered Khara.

The moment the orc army fell silent again, the stillness in the air was replaced by the drumming of their heavy feet as they all sprinted straight toward Khara.

“It’s go time,” I said with a grin.

Then Khara and I both turned and dashed into the woods, followed by two thousand angry orc warriors.
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Chapter 21

After we had been sprinting for about ten minutes, my lungs were on fire. Khara still loped alongside me like she was barely winded, but at least I got a new dose of motivation every time I glanced over my shoulder and saw the snarling berserker faces of the orcs only a few dozen feet behind us.

I knew we were close to the quarry, so my legs just had to hang in there a little longer. The sky was so light now that I had no problem seeing my way forward through the dense woods, and I wondered if the orcs were so focused that they didn’t realize how close to sunrise we were or that they just didn’t fucking care.

All they seemed able to think about was how to get their hands on Khara, and they probably assumed she was fleeing from the sunlight as well.

We led them on for ten more minutes before we turned at the same time to lead them south to the quarry. The first sun would come up over the horizon in a matter of minutes, and I wanted as many orcs as possible to get caught in the light. It would take longer than we had for the sun to get fully overhead and burn them all to a crisp in the quarry, but the light should still filter through the trees and fry all the orcs closest to the sun.

That was the plan, anyway.

When I felt a sudden rush of strength into my muscles, I knew we had to be near the quarry. That kind of rush only came from one of Calli’s songs, so she must have been close enough that she was singing softly and giving me extra energy. She and Tamzin were supposed to take up positions just north of the quarry, and as soon as I felt my strength renewed, I grinned at the thought of what was about to happen to the orc army.

“We’re almost there,” I panted. “Do you think they’ll keep chasing us even after Calli and Tamzin do their thing?”

“Yes,” Khara said. “They are fueled now by their desire to tear me limb from limb, but when the sun rises in about two minutes, they will also be fueled by their desire to reach the underdark no matter what.”

“Works for me,” I said, just as the northern edge of the quarry came in sight up ahead.

That was when the first grenades flew through the air.

Three grenades launched toward the orc army behind us on our left, and another three landed in the orc ranks on our right. Calli and Tamzin were hidden somewhere in the trees on either side of us, and they had lit and thrown the grenades as soon as we reached the right position.

The fuses burned for half a second while the orcs tried to figure out what these forearm-sized blocks of wood were, but the black powder ignited before they understood.

Ten orcs, then twenty orcs, then thirty orcs blew into the air when the first three grenades went off and sprayed shrapnel everywhere. The monsters’ bodies tumbled back to the ground in dozens of new pieces, and then the same damn thing happened when the next three grenades went off.

The other orcs howled and whirled around while they tried to spot their new hidden enemies, but Khara gave another war cry to keep them focused. They pushed forward over the scattered insides of their exploded companions, and they kept going even after Calli and Tamzin launched five more grenades each to explode over a hundred more orcs.

I had promised Calli when I first met her that she would never have to go back into the underdark if she didn’t want to, and I was pretty proud of the way I’d been able to keep that promise. She had volunteered to take charge of the surface attack on the orcs, and Tamzin had offered to help her launch as many grenades as they could before the orcs entered the underdark.

The next grenade from Calli landed a dozen yards behind us, but its blast threw severed heads and arms and leaking guts up into the air. The rest of the orcs were forced to slow down half a tick to avoid the rain of falling intestines and bleeding skulls that might have knocked them out otherwise.

Just when Khara and I reached the northern edge of the quarry, I heard a few more grenades explode far behind us at the back of the orc army. Tamzin and Calli must have circled back to take out as many warriors in the rear as they could, and I silently thanked them for how quickly they had run back there.

The orcs roared and snarled again, but they had no choice but to keep pressing forward. They were so close to catching Khara that I was sure they could taste it, and no amount of exploding body parts could distract them from their goal.

But the sunrise could.

Khara and I tore across the smooth ground of the granite quarry just as the first rays of sunlight pierced through the dense trunks of the forest. When the first ray hit one of the orcs on the eastern edge of the band, he screamed as his skin started to sizzle. Then his whole body turned into a torch, but while he was still screaming, another ray of light turned a second orc into barbecue, followed by another and another.

I quickly lost count of how many orcs had been killed by the grenades and the sunlight, but there was no time to congratulate myself on any of our kills just yet. Most of the quarry was still covered in shadow, and if we didn’t get our asses inside the underdark tunnels fast enough, we could still be ripped apart by the angry warriors behind us.

A few more grenades rocked the back of the orc army, and then Khara and I entered the home stretch. The cave to the underdark loomed ahead of us, and I could see Nika gesturing wildly just inside the entrance before she disappeared further into the darkness. One look over my shoulder told me that we would have about ten seconds to spare before the orcs in the lead reached us, but that should be just enough time.

“You first!” I shouted to Khara.

The orc warrior woman rocketed forward, tucked into a ball, and rolled through the three-foot-tall entrance. I dropped into a baseball slide right behind her only a second later, and as soon as I came out, I jumped back to my feet.

Khara was already in position next to one of the boulders that we had set up beside the cave entrance. I grasped the other side of the boulder and helped her roll it in front of the opening to the quarry, so it only left a six-inch opening for the orcs.

Our pursuers threw themselves against the boulder with gnashing teeth, but they could only fit their arms through the hole that we had left for them.

“Next one, hurry!” I called.

“Got it!” Nika darted forward out of the darkness and helped Khara and me roll the next boulder into place behind the first one.

I could already hear more orcs howling and sizzling as the sunlight kept stretching across the quarry outside, but I wanted to make sure the sun fried as many orcs as possible. Sure, they would break through this barrier in less than a minute, but it would buy us a little bit of time, and it would also allow Tamzin and Calli to use the last of their grenades against our enemies.

“One more,” I said.

After we pushed a third rock into place behind the first two, I signaled both women to turn and run. Calli and Tamzin had agreed to stay on the surface and meet us back at Torrance’s cave once they made sure that all the orcs had either followed us into the underdark or burned to death in the sunlight.

And from the sound of it, a hell of a lot of orcs were burning to death.

Their shrieks were even louder than their war cries back at the castle. Even from the other side of the blocked-up entrance, I could hear their flesh sizzling like a world-record-setting barbecue. One shriek blended into another until there were so many screams that I wondered if all of the granite in the quarry was now charred black from their burned corpses.

“There are no more orcs from the Rakna tribe,” Khara muttered.

“How the fuck do you know that?” I demanded.

“No more Rakna screams or war cries,” Khara said, as if the dying screams of the orc tribes were as different from each other as their war cries.

“Then that’s one down,” I growled.

As soon as we reached the bottom of the sloped cavern entrance, I saw that the rest of my family was already in position. Nika joined all my gob boys where they all stood in front of one of the offshoot tunnels from the railway shaft. Ruby, Abby, Akana, and my goblin daughter were waiting in front of a different offshoot tunnel, and Khara and I hurried over to join them.

“Everybody know what to do?” I asked, even as the sound of digging and pushing came from the quarry entrance behind us.

“Yes, Da!” the gob boys all shouted.

“We split up so we can lead the orcs down two different tunnels,” I reminded them, just in case. “We lead them through every trap we’ve set up, and we should all meet together in the big cavern with the double lakes. Got it?”

“Got it!” my family all answered.

The orcs broke through our boulder barrier a few seconds later, but we all took off running before we even spotted them. Nika and the gobs sprayed more of Khara’s perfume behind them to help entice the orcs to follow her group, but my group didn’t need the perfume since we had the orc woman herself with us.

We didn’t have to run long before we heard the orcs surge into the tunnel behind us. It sounded like they were all falling over each other in their haste to get the fuck out of the quarry before the sunlight reached them, and they stampeded into the tunnels after us so fast that several orcs got mashed into bloody pancakes.

My three daughters led the charge ahead of Khara, Ruby, and me. I let them decide which of the traps we would lead the orcs through first, and when I saw which side tunnel we started to head down, I was over the fucking moon.

We were headed to the cavern of surprise spears first.

As we entered the broad tunnel that would take us there, I knew the orcs would push forward until they stood at least ten shoulder to shoulder. That was exactly what we had counted on, and that was exactly what happened at just the right moment.

My daughters jumped over the string that would trigger the surprise. Khara and Ruby jumped over it next, but they were careful to make it look like it was just part of their stride. I did the same thing so I wouldn’t raise the snarling orcs’ suspicions behind us, and then we kept running until we were out of the danger zone.

I turned around to watch just as the first line of orcs tripped the trigger string.

A dozen spears all sprang out from their hiding places in the wall and buried themselves in the front row of orcs. When their bodies collapsed and fell against the sides of the cavern, they triggered two more strings along the edges of the tunnel. Then two dozen more spears flung into the orc warriors on either side of the pack, and they all dropped with massive poles sticking out of their necks or guts.

There was no time to watch the last spear launch. We needed to keep our lead, so as much as I wanted to see another wave of orcs get skewered by our trap, I turned back around instead.

“Go!” I shouted to my daughters.

They led the way as fast as their little legs could pump, but Khara scooped up the goblin girl when she started to lag behind her two older sisters. Abby signaled to head right at the fork in the tunnel up ahead, and as soon as we sprinted down that branch, I heard the orcs push past the cavern of surprise spears and stay right on our tail.

It looked like Abby wanted to lead the orcs into the deadfall dominos.

We quickly ran into another wide cavern, but this one was lined with rectangular-shaped slabs of stone throughout the whole chamber in a long spiral shape. This was one of the traps that Sawsaw had helped me set up since the stone slabs were so heavy, but we had worked hard to make sure the angles were perfectly precise. All the slabs leaned on each other at about an eighty-degree angle, and the only thing that kept them from crashing down in a circle was a single round boulder we had set in place.

The moment we all reached the far side of the cavern, I darted to the right side just long enough to remove the linchpin from the whole system. One big boulder was pushed up against the rectangular rock slab here to hold it in place, but I pushed all my strength into my back and arms so I could shove it out of the way.

As soon as I pushed the boulder out from in front of the rock slab, it crashed forward into the next slab. This one crashed into the next and so on, until the whole cavern thundered with the sound of crashing rock slabs.

My family and I bolted out of the chamber fast enough, but the orcs behind us weren’t so lucky. A number of gray warriors were knocked down and crushed by the tumbling rock dominos, but the ones who avoided the smaller stones were in for a surprise. When the domino spiral started to come to an end, the slabs crashed into a final giant rock that Sawsaw and I had barely gotten into position.

There was no way to escape this rock.

It heaved forward and slammed toward the ground, but it didn’t even make a thud sound. There were too many orc bodies crushed underneath it for it to actually hit the cavern floor, and the only thing I heard was the crunch and squelch of some two dozen orcs all squashed by the huge rock.

“That was fucking sweet!” Ruby whispered.

“Hell yeah, it was,” I snickered, but then I saw the rest of the orcs start to clamber up over the fallen dominos to come after us again. “Shit, keep moving! We’ve still got fucking plenty to kill!”

We dashed down the next tunnel only a few yards ahead of the orcs in the lead, but I knew we could slow them down again pretty quickly. When we came up on the next fork in the road, I decided we should split up to take down even more orcs.

“Ruby, go right with Akana and Abby!” I shouted. “Khara, Gob, and I will go left!”

“Yes, Sergeant Daddy!” Abby called back.

The right-hand tunnel contained another giant deadfall trap, only this one was a classic instead of a series of heavy-ass dominos. All Ruby, Akana, and Abby had to do was thread their way underneath the massive boulder, and then the surge of orc bodies should press forward so fast that they knocked the pillar of wood out from underneath the rock.

And worst-case scenario, even if the orcs managed to avoid bringing down the heavy boulder on themselves, Abby could still sing until their brains exploded, just to make sure the orcs didn’t catch up with them.

The left-hand tunnel would take a little more care to navigate, but I knew Khara and I could manage it with the curly-haired goblin girl in tow. The tunnel curved sharply to the left and then sharply to the right, so as soon as we all veered around the corner to the right, the orcs lost sight of us. Their snarling cries told me they were still right behind us, but it gave us a few seconds to get around the broad hidden pit before the orcs could spot it or stop themselves in time.

The pit was a solid twenty feet across, so there was no way the orcs could jump it. We had covered it with red moss that we strung on thread so it stretched from one side to the other, and even though this wasn’t one of the bottomless pits of the underdark, it went down far enough that a fall would kill anybody who dropped down.

When we reached the edge of the pit, Khara slung my goblin daughter around so the little girl now had her arms around my warrior wife’s throat and her little green legs wrapped tight around her waist.

“Hold on, little one,” Khara purred, and then the orc woman jumped up to one side of the pit.

She scampered along a narrow ledge that couldn’t have been more than six inches wide, but the warrior woman was so graceful that she didn’t miss a single beat. She just leapt along the ledge until she reached the far side of the pit, and then she and my youngest daughter landed safely on the other side.

I followed a second behind her, but I wasn’t nearly as graceful as Khara. My boots accidentally kicked free one piece of the ledge, but I used sheer momentum to propel myself forward and keep going. I managed to stay upright the rest of the way before I jumped off the ledge to join Khara, and it was only half a moment before the first orcs rushed around the corner like a gray mudslide.

Straight into the pit ahead of them.

Thirty orcs fell into the chasm before the rest of the warriors realized something was wrong, and then another thirty orcs tumbled off the ledge before anyone called for a halt. The next wave of orcs caught themselves at the edge, but there was still such a delayed ripple that the orcs all the way in the back pushed forward and knocked more warriors into the pit anyway.

Over a hundred orcs must have disappeared in the pit below before the rest of the warriors started to climb the sides of the cavern instead. I almost asked Khara if this counted as climbing or scaling, but I figured now wasn’t the best time. The orcs were halfway along the sides of the tunnel now, but more warriors had pushed themselves to the front with the same giant tree trunks that they had used to scale the duke’s castle walls.

“Shit, do they just carry those things around with them?” I demanded as the orcs started to lay the trunks across the pit as a makeshift bridge.

“Sometimes.” Khara shrugged.

“Does that mean it’s time for more grenades?” my goblin daughter asked hopefully.

“Let ‘em rip, sweetie,” I said.

“Weeee!” The curly-haired girl pulled out two grenades from her miniature molle pack, lit the fuses, and chucked them back at the horde of orcs about to cross their makeshift bridges.

They blew apart half of the tree trunks, along with about two rows of orcs who had been poised at the edge of the chasm.

“Great job, princess!” I shouted over the ringing in my ears. “Let’s keep moving!”

The goblin girl was still perched on Khara’s back, so the warrior woman and I turned and ran just before the first few orcs finished scaling the sides of the tunnel to reach us. It took all of my self-control not to shoot them or bury my axe in their skulls, but I knew if we delayed our escape even for a second, we would quickly be swarmed by the orc army, and not even my last thirty bullets would be enough to get us out of there.

We just had to stick to the plan.

The orcs in the lead might have only been seconds behind us, but we still had a few more surprises in store for them. I wished I could see how well Nika and the gob boys were doing against their own half of the horde, but we should all meet back up soon enough.

But first, we met back up with Ruby, Abby, and Akana. The moment our two tunnels converged back into one, I saw how absolutely pleased with themselves they were. Abby was reciting everything that had just happened like someone was taking notes for her future memoirs, Ruby’s face was flushed with excitement, and Akana was actually full-on giggling.

“We killed so many orcs, Daddy!” Abby cried when she spotted me.

“That’s great, pumpkin!” I panted. “Can you tell me about it after we make it through the electroshock chamber?”

“Yes, I can’t wait!” Abby said. “Can I light the fuses?”

“Only if you do it very, very fast,” I said.

“I will be the fastest siren you have ever seen!” Abby promised, and then she sprinted ahead of the rest of us.

This series of tunnels led us through a minefield of cavern crystals. They covered almost the entire floor except for a single narrow pathway. Normally, this chamber was damn difficult to cross because a shallow river flowed through it and covered all these crystals, but we had dammed it up with boulders for the occasion.

We had also planted three bombs in the rock dam, and now I watched with pride as my oldest daughter lit the fuses and then hauled ass into the next section of caverns.

The rest of us were right behind her, but we still barely made it down the sloped tunnel before the bombs thundered and broke apart our crude dam. The water rushed out even faster than the orcs had stormed the castle, and as soon as it hit the first crystals, it electrified the whole body of water.

And fried all the fuckers who got caught in the oncoming water.

I decided we could afford a brief pause to watch the chaos, but so many orcs shrieked and went under that I lost count. A few of them jumped onto the cavern walls in time to avoid the electrified river, but they had a hard time picking their way across the smooth walls to get to us on the other side.

When the river completely refilled the chamber to what it had been before we dammed it up, the electric charge of the water quickly stabilized. The orcs on the other side of the river pushed a few of their companions into the water to test it, but the moment they realized the water wouldn’t electrocute them, they started to wade through the shallow river.

“They must want to get to me very badly.” Khara smirked. “Orcs are not fond of water, even when it is not buzzing with electricity.”

“Yeah, but most of them are still climbing the walls,” I said through clenched teeth. “Let’s move!”

We raced along the next section of tunnels, but I knew we were out of traps. I didn’t know how many more traps Nika and the gob boys had left, but we were about thirty seconds away from the cavern with the two lakes, one down below and one held up above it by a thin crystal basin.

However many orcs there were left at that point, we would have to fight on our own and with our last remaining bombs.

“The deadfall trap crushed so many orcs,” Abby announced now that she had a captive audience as we ran forward together. “I also did a little singing that made some of the orcs go crazy and start attacking each other, and then Auntie Ruby had the great idea to puke up all the pink sugar cookies she ate while we watched the battle!”

“Shit, are you okay?” I asked the beautiful dwarf.

“Apparently our baby has decided it doesn’t like sugar cookies anymore,” Ruby groaned as she clutched her stomach. “I don’t think there’s anything left in my stomach though, so I’ll make it.”

“Yeah, nothing is left in your stomach because you made a fun slide for the orcs with all your puke,” Abby giggled. “They were slipping and sliding everywhere, just like the goblins at Ashgorheckamoofta, and then Akana decided to light her last bomb and throw it into the mix!”

Akana nodded as she ran, as if throwing bombs at our enemies was the most natural thing in the world for a little girl. She gestured with her hands like a fountain, and Abby started laughing so hard she almost tripped over a patch of mushrooms.

“Yes, that’s such an important detail, Akana!” Abby said. “When the bomb went off, it sent orc guts and Auntie Ruby puke all shooting into the air together, and I don’t think any amount of cleaning will ever make that tunnel smell like anything but rotting guts and upchucked sugar cookies!”

“Too soon, Abby!” Ruby groaned. “I think the baby might be kicking on my stomach to try to find a little more puke, so let’s cool it on the cookie talk for now!”

“You know I’ll carry you if you need me to,” I told my petite wife.

“Trust me, you’ll be the first to know,” Ruby answered.

“You all did a fantastic job,” I said as we turned the final corner before our meet-up point with the rest of my family. “We’re almost finished, so just hang in there a little longer!”

When we poured into the massive cavern with the two lakes, I spotted Nika and the boys running out of the other series of tunnels at the same time. I was so relieved to see every last one of them that I could have hugged them until the second sun came up, but we only had about a minute before the orcs caught up to us again.

“How many did you get, Ken Jewell?” Nika gasped when we all reached each other beside the huge lake. “I think we got a couple hundred!”

“Probably something like that for us, too,” I answered. “The bombs on the surface took out a few hundred, and based on how many orcs followed us into the tunnels, I’d say the sunlight probably took out close to half their forces.”

“Can somebody do the math for me?” Ruby demanded. “I’m good at numbers, but not so good under pressure!”

“We are looking at four to five hundred orcs still left,” Khara said.

“Fuck!” Ruby shouted in her impossibly cute voice. “That’s still so many! How are we supposed to fight them all?”

“That’s easy.” Abby grinned and nodded at the lake high above us. “I sing.”
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Chapter 22

“Uh, did I miss this part of our plans, pumpkin?” I demanded.

“No, I was saving this one as a surprise in case we needed it!” Abby giggled. “Auntie Khara says the orcs hate water, so I just need to sing, break the basin that is holding that lake up, and then it will crash down and drown all the orcs as they try to cross the cavern to reach us!”

“Works for me!” I said since I wasn’t eager to take on five hundred orcs in combat if we could cull their numbers a little more first.

“Maybe let’s just make sure we’re good and out of the way before you start singing,” Ruby said with a nervous glance at the thin basin holding up the lake. “Dwarves aren’t crazy fond of water, either, at least not when we think a massive lake is about to crash down and pummel the shit out of us until we drown!”

“I promise I won’t let you drown,” I said with a wink.

“You better not, or this sexy ass is going to come back and haunt you!” Ruby gave me a half-playful, half-serious glare.

“As long as your big, beautiful breasts come back and haunt us, I would not mind!” Nika said.

“Just remember this.” Ruby stabbed her finger in Nika’s face. “If I’m a ghost, you can only imagine these big, beautiful breasts. You’ll never be able to touch or see them again.”

Nika stared at her like the petite redhead had just told her every member of her family had just gotten run over by a bus. Her lower lip even trembled for a moment, but then a look of pure determination glinted in the goblin woman’s green eyes.

“Not while there is breath in my body, Nimble Fingers,” Nika growled, and before Ruby could protest, my goblin wife leaned down, picked up the smaller woman, and hefted her in her arms in a princess carry.

“Hey, I’m not fucking drowning right now!” Ruby protested as her tiny fists beat against Nika’s breasts.

“And now, you will be sure not to!” Nika said with a gentle pat of Ruby’s ass.

“Are you just gonna let this happen?” Ruby huffed as she tried to turn her head enough to glare in my direction.

“If Nika wants to save your life, far be it from me to stop her,” I chuckled.

“But--”

“Orcs!” Sawsaw shouted before Ruby could finish her latest protest, and I silently thanked my oldest son for keeping us on track as the orcs started to stream into the cavern from both tunnels we had come from.

“Start singing!” I told Abby.

I picked up the little siren so she only had to focus on singing, and the rest of us bolted across the chamber to reach the far side of the lake. Ruby bounced as Nika kept a tight grip on her, but the goblin woman’s muscular green legs didn’t slow down even with the extra weight of Ruby in her arms. The petite woman could have made the run herself, but I wasn’t about to argue with Nika’s methods. Out of all my wives, Ruby’s pregnancy had been the hardest on her so far, and it probably wasn’t the worst thing in the world for her to have a little break from running.

Even if her tiny fists did continue to beat in protest against Nika’s tits.

It was a long sprint to the other side of the chamber, but the threat of snarling orcs right behind us pushed extra energy into our legs. Plus, the longer I had to run across the cavern, the more time I had to think about the best attack strategy, just in case Abby wasn’t able to break the thin crystal basin above us.

If the water crashed down on the orcs, we needed to make sure we had already reached the high ground on the other side of the lake. The chamber rose along a steep slope on the far side, and there was a broad plateau at the top where we could make our stand against any orcs who were still left.

But even if the basin didn’t break, and we didn’t drown hundreds of orcs, we still needed to reach that plateau. It was our best shot, especially since we’d already taken the orcs through all the traps we set up for them. Nothing was left to do now except a little good old-fashioned hand-to-hand combat. We would have a better chance on the high ground and all together, instead of in the narrow tunnels where we could easily get separated or pass into an unfamiliar part of the underdark.

We were halfway across the cavern when Abby really hit her stride, and the sound of my little girl’s song would have knocked me off my feet if it wasn’t for Khara. My warrior wife was running right beside me, and she grabbed my arm to help stabilize me. It still took half a dozen more steps before I got my mind right, but I was so damn proud of my oldest daughter that it was all I could do not to tell her right now and distract the shit out of her.

It had been a while since I heard Abby really sing. She hummed all the time and sang little snatches of songs here and there, but now I heard my daughter use her full siren powers, and I was reminded of just how incredible she was.

The song started higher than I thought possible. It sounded like Abby was pulling in the power of the stars with every new note, and the whole chamber seemed to glow softly with faint starlight. The melody swirled around the top of the cavern before my daughter’s song suddenly dropped low, and now the power of the ground itself was echoed in the strength of her voice.

Slowly, Abby started to build her melody back up to the stars. It swelled and sank back down, over and over again, until I realized that her song sounded just like ocean waves as they crashed against the shoreline. Just when I thought I couldn’t take the sheer beauty of my little girl’s voice anymore, her melody swelled one more time and hit a final crystal-high note as clear as the ringing of a bell.

We raced to the top of the plateau as she continued to hold the last note longer than I thought was possible. When we reached the crest, Nika set Ruby back down on her feet, and we all turned to face the orcs just as Abby fell silent again. Her last note continued to linger in the air even after she stopped singing though, and it seemed like the air itself was vibrating around us.

The orcs were halfway across the chamber. They were all funneling down the twenty-foot-wide strip of ground between the lake and the wall. This put them in a perfect position for Abby’s plan, but I still wished we had some kind of ranged weapons other than my M17. I would use the bullets if I had to, but sooner or later, we were going to have to start using some new weapons to hit enemies from far off.

But for right now, I held my M17 in reserve. I set Abby down beside me, pulled out my axe and buck knife, and nodded to my wives and children. They all looked back at me with equal parts ferocity and excitement, and then my siren daughter’s last note finally faded from the cavernous chamber.

The moment the air grew quiet, I didn’t even hear the panting snarls of the orcs still rushing toward us. I only heard the sound of breaking glass, like someone had just smashed a thousand crystal bowls against a granite countertop. The sound of fracturing glass became so loud that even the orcs paused and looked up to try and find the source.

When they saw the deep cracks spiraling across the water basin overhead, I realized orcs could actually look panicked.

The deep fractures cut all the way through the thin crystal shelf only a second after the orcs figured out what was about to happen, and then the entire basin overhead shattered like somebody had taken a hammer to a thin sheet of ice. The cavern boomed with the thunder of the rupture, and it echoed the boom again and again, from one side of the chamber to the other.

Then the water broke through.

It was like watching Niagara Falls burst free of a dam that had been holding it back for centuries. The thin trickle of the waterfall that connected the two lakes suddenly turned into a roaring tidal wave, and for once in their lives, the orcs actually turned and tried to flee.

It was already too late.

The solid wall of water crashed down over the whole chamber, and it swelled and spiraled as it sucked dozens of the orcs into the deeper water of the lake below. One current propelled a group of orcs up against a wall of shimmering crystals and impaled them there, and another pushed the orcs back down one of the tunnels they had come from.

But mostly, the water just pummeled them under. Every time the orcs tried to come up for air, another wave knocked them over like invisible hands that held them down. As the seconds ticked by, fewer and fewer orcs kept surfacing until finally, only a hundred orcs were still treading water or climbing the cavern walls like spiders to come and reach us on the plateau.

“That still seems like a lot of fucking orcs,” Ruby muttered.

“Do not worry, Nimble Fingers!” Nika said cheerfully. “We still have bombs, right?”

“I’m all out, and so are the girls,” Ruby answered.

“Sawsaw and gobs out, too,” my oldest son said.

“See?” Ruby demanded as the swimming orcs started to kick their way toward the path that led up to the plateau. “Doesn’t anybody else think that’s a lot of uglies when we’re out of bombs? No offense, Khara.”

“I am not offended, small dwarf,” Khara said with a smirk. “These orcs are quite ugly, and we will soon prove that their muscles and ferocity are equally weak. We can easily handle a hundred.”

“Sure, because fourteen against one hundred seems like great odds,” Ruby moaned.

“Yeah, but you’re forgetting one key thing,” I said, and I looped one arm around her shoulders and kissed the top of her head. “It’s not just any fourteen versus one hundred. It’s the fourteen of us.”

“That’s a solid argument,” Ruby snickered, but then she patted my pecs and gave a heavy sigh. “Almost as solid as your rock-hard chest muscles.”

“Orcs.” Sawsaw frowned to refocus the conversation again.

“Fuck yeah,” I said and dropped my arm so I was back in a fighting stance. “Orcs.”

The water had mostly settled now, so it only gently sloshed around, but it was obvious there was no way to go back the way we had come from if we didn’t want to swim for it. The whole floor of the cavern was now covered in a sea of dark water, and I didn’t want to think about what kind of creatures might be lurking just underneath the surface.

The swimming gray warriors made it to the base of the plateau first. The orcs who were climbing along the sides of the cavern were still about two minutes out, and that gave us two minutes to kill as many drenched orcs as possible before their reinforcements arrived.

“Sawsaw!” my oldest son suddenly shouted, and then he hurtled toward the first orc warrior to reach the top of the plateau.

His axe split open the top of the panting orc’s skull before the warrior could recover from his ordeal in the water. Fetch and Burp tackled the orc’s body to help Sawsaw pull his blade back out, but they hit him so hard that they slammed his corpse right into the next two orc warriors to reach the plateau. Then they all toppled down the path, and six more orcs sprang toward my youngest sons.

Too bad for them that they didn’t see my daughters coming.

Akana tilted her head back and unleashed a war cry just as terrifying as her mother’s, and then she led Abby and the goblin girl into the fight to defend the youngest gobs. Akana’s black claws slashed and gutted orcs faster than a movie villain with a chainsaw, and every time an enemy tried to swipe her away, she dug her sharp fangs into his wrist and tore open an artery. Abby went back and forth between knifing and biting the shit out of the orc warriors, and my youngest daughter wove in between the other two girls with a small war hammer and a knife as long as her forearm.

“Look out for the water, Abby!” my goblin daughter yelled when the waves suddenly splashed up toward the plateau. “If it touches you, you’ll lose your legs!”

“That’s a great idea!” the siren girl called. “Thank you, Mushroom Cap!”

“Not my name!” the goblin girl giggled. “But good try!”

Then, before I could stop her, Abby dove into the water. She instantly shimmered and took on her siren form, and then all I could see was her vibrant purple tail as she darted back and forth in the water. Every time the water rippled to tell me where she was, a swimming orc shrieked and disappeared below the surface, only to be replaced by a pool of blood floating on top of the water a few seconds later.

“Your daughter is a siren, Ken Jewell,” Khara said. “The orcs are no match for her in the water. She will be fine.”

I knew my warrior wife was right, but there was no more time to worry about Abby anyway. More orcs surged out of the water at the same time the first wave of climbing orcs reached us along the sides of the chamber, and then it was all hands on deck.

When I moved toward the closest cluster of gray warriors, I raised my axe like I planned to split open their skulls. They threw their arms up to block me, but I had hoped they would leave their sides exposed like this, and my buck knife instantly carved open the ribs of one orc.

He staggered back right into the arms of Ruby. For a second, it looked like Ruby might drown him in a wave of puke, but she crashed her warhammer down onto his skull instead. His eyeballs half-squirted out of his head and dangled from their tendons like cartoon goggles, and then his body dropped and served as a trampoline for my redheaded wife to spring toward her next opponent.

I stabbed my buck knife into the side of the next orc’s neck, but I had to twist my axe and use the handle to block the outstretched claws of another gray warrior. His nails tore into the wood as he clutched it and used it to pull me toward him, but I ripped my knife out and simply let him pull.

His tug brought me close enough that his teeth could have torn my throat out, but I headbutted him faster than he could bite me. As soon as his head reeled back, I jerked the axe handle back toward my body so I could ram my skull into his again. Then I slipped my buck knife up in between his ribs just in time to free my axe from his grip and carve it into the neck of my next enemy.

This asshole’s neck was as thick as a tree trunk, and it took three strikes to cut through his muscles down to his arteries and windpipe. The warrior’s throat spewed blood like I had just tossed him into the spinning blades of a jet engine, but I still had to use my foot on his stomach as leverage to jerk my weapon back out of his half-severed neck.

“Behind you, Ken Jewell!” Nika shouted.

I didn’t even bother to look back before I struck. I just jammed my axe handle backward as hard as I could, and I smirked when it punched the air out of an orc’s lungs. Then I let my hand slide further down the shaft so I could swing my weapon like a pendulum, and my attack was immediately followed by the orc’s shriek when the blade bit into his groin.

I twisted around so I could finish him off with an axe chop to the face. When the dickless and faceless wonder plunged to the ground, I dashed toward Ruby to take out three assholes who were advancing toward her from behind. I dropped into a crouch and swiped my knife through the tendons of their ankles. It bit through each one and snapped them like too-tight rubber bands, and by then, the feisty redhead had finished her own opponent and could turn around to finish these fuckers off.

I had carved out a second of breathing room for myself, so I jumped up and turned to check on the rest of my family. I knew Ruby was still doing fine, and I quickly saw that Khara was fighting just like the fearsome orc general she was.

She didn’t use any weapon except for her claws and teeth, but she sure as hell didn’t need any.

My warrior wife slammed two orc skulls together so hard that they both deflated like popped balloons, and then she hurled an enemy twice her size off the edge of the plateau. He hit the water with a satisfying splash before Abby’s fin shimmered through the water to help pull him under, but by then, Khara had moved on to her next opponents. She crushed the throat of one orc with her right hand, and she swiped the face off another one with nothing but her sharp black claws.

Then I heard Nika.

She was singing in an Army cadence, and from somewhere else in the fight, my goblin daughter was echoing each of her mother’s lines.:

“I don’t know, but I’ve been told! Clan Jewell will beat you ‘til you’re cold! Then when we have bled you dry! You’ll cry and cry until you die!”

Her singsong voice made it easy to find her in the battle, but so did my Army patrol cap. She had brought it with her on this mission, and she had somehow managed to keep it balanced on top of her candy-red ponytail even with all the fighting. It was an impressive feat, especially as I watched her pull out tendons with her teeth and plunge her knife into every available asshole.

Literally.

But every time her mouth wasn’t filled with the veins of our enemies, Nika was spitting out orders to all our goblin sons except for Sawsaw. She had clearly divided them into smaller squads of two so they could keep each other focused and serve as immediate backup. It really seemed to be working, and I’d be damned if they weren’t fighting like a well-oiled machine.

Fetch and Burp consistently fought together so their speed and teamwork made up for their smaller size. Timber used his axe like he was chopping down trees, and every time he dropped another enemy to his knees, Blink darted forward and slit his throat like a little green ninja. That left Canigo and Shitter to work as the final pair.

They constantly went in and out of sneak mode as they attacked the gray warriors. When Canigo leaped onto the shoulders of one enemy, his powerful teeth ripped out a chunk of the orc’s flesh, and then his little feet kicked the injured orc toward Shitter. My second-oldest son tore another chunk from the orc’s flesh, and then they passed the orc back and forth like they were sharing a plate of nachos at a baseball game.

“See?” Nika grinned when she caught me watching her. “I told you that I would handle it! We are going to make another baby very soon, Ken Jewell! You will see!”

I had to give Nika credit for whipping the gobs into shape. They were completely focused, and that was without any sheep or other livestock as a murdery motivator. Even my daughters seemed impressed by the new way their brothers were fighting.

“Nice tooth work, Canigo!” Abby cried from the edge of the water, and I glanced over to see that she had pulled herself back out of the lake now that there were no more orcs to drown.

“Umff,” Akana grunted from beside her older sister.

“Akana thinks you are all doing an amazing job!” Abby translated while her orc sister started to dry her fins off for her. “We are so proud of you!”

“So proud!” my goblin daughter cheered as she joined her sisters and helped dry Abby off. “But Fetch, if you extend your fingers the next time you make a left hook, you are so fast that your fingers could jab out their eyes!”

“Fetch!” Fetch said to confirm that he heard his little sister. “Appreciate!”

“And Shitter,” the goblin girl continued. “Your teeth will tear even faster when you clench the muscles in your butt at the same time you clench your jaw muscles!”

One of the orcs at the back of the fray must have decided he had heard enough encouragement from my daughters, because he suddenly turned around and charged back toward the water. My goblin daughter was still rattling off her advice to her brothers, and Abby was still drying off so she could grow legs again, but Akana snarled and leaped into action.

Her tiny gray legs sprinted toward the charging orc, and just when he bent down to claw her head off, my daughter dropped into a slide. Her feet slammed into his shin hard enough to crack bone, and she followed this up by slicing her claws along the inside of his legs just above his knees. Then she rolled between his bleeding legs, popped up behind him like a jack-in-the-box, and plunged her knife into the base of his spine.

“Beautiful!” Abby clapped her hands.

“Amazing!” the goblin girl cried. “I loved it!”

Akana took a little bow, and I smiled to see how pleased my little girl was with herself. But Abby had finished drying off by now and sprinted back into the fight with her two little sisters, and I had to spin back into the battle myself.

I hacked and stabbed and sliced and punched until every muscle in my body felt raw. I could already tell we were making a hell of a dent in the orcs, so much that Burp and Fetch kept grabbing corpses and tossing them into the lake to help keep the ground on the plateau clear for better fighting. But these orcs were fucking tough, and it seemed to suck all my strength to keep battling these hardened warriors.

But every time I looked at my family, my muscles felt flooded with a new wave of strength, and I battled with double the energy I had before.

Sawsaw stayed right beside me almost the whole time, except for when he rushed out to help one of the other gobs on his mother’s orders. Otherwise, he was my right-hand man, and it made me think of those early missions when he had first gone with me into the underdark.

Now, as we brought down one orc after another, I caught him grinning at me a few times, and I wondered if he was thinking the same thing. He might have been, or he might have just been thinking about all the tasty orc brains he wanted to devour as soon as the battle was over.

The fight raged on for what felt like hours to my body, even though I knew it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes. We had whittled down the enemy’s numbers to less than two dozen now, but Khara suddenly darted forward and grabbed my bicep.

The rest of the battle continued around us, but Khara, Sawsaw, and I stayed locked in place as I followed her gaze.

Two orcs had just jumped down from the cavern walls, and they were striding toward us as if they weren’t walking right through the middle of a battlefield.

“Your traps almost killed us, Kharazugelphi,” the taller of the two orcs said. “But we escaped, tracked you here, and crossed your treacherous sea. Now you will pay for the insult that you have done to the name of orc, traitor.”

“They were not my traps,” Khara said proudly. “They were my husband’s traps. I am the General of Tribe Jewell now.”

“Then you will both die,” the more muscular orc in black said.

“Uh, I’m pretty sure that’s what you’ve been trying to do for a while now,” I snickered. “How do you think that’s going for you?”

Sawsaw darted to the side and knocked heads with a gray warrior who thought he could take advantage of the conversation and attack me from the side. While he and the orc wrestled each other for dominance, Khara released her grip on my bicep.

“This is the chieftain of the Dagham Ghur,” Khara said with a nod to the powerful-looking orc in black trousers. “And the tall orc in yellow beside him is the chieftain of the Dhozhna Khi tribe.”

“Want to go splitsies?” I grinned. “You take Dagham Ghur, and I take Dhozhna Khi?”

“I hope I am about to use this phrase correctly,” Khara purred. “But fuck yes.”

Khara’s forearm flew up just in time to block the Dagham Ghur chieftain’s first blow. Then her limbs moved so fast that they became a total blur. She and the chieftain met each other blow for blow, and even though his muscles looked thicker than hers, it quickly became obvious that her lean muscles were just as strong as his.

But as much as I wanted to watch my warrior wife beat the shit out of this orc chieftain, I had to refocus when the tall orc in yellow attacked me. He was unarmed like so many of the orcs were, but his claws flexed as he dove for my middle.

I let him tackle me, but I took a step forward at the last second so he slightly overshot the mark. His claws closed on empty air behind me, and his face rammed into my chest hard enough that it sounded like he had just taken a bad trip to the chiropractor.

We went down together anyway, but now I had a slight advantage. As soon as he fell on top of me, I instantly hooked my leg through his and used the leverage to flip us both over. Once I was on top, I kept my knees together so the orc chieftain couldn’t immediately use the same move on me.

This still wasn’t the best position for me, though. My knife had fallen out of my hand when we toppled to the ground, and I had to drop my axe so I could grab his wrists and keep him from tearing my face off. If I could grab either of my weapons now, I might have an even bigger advantage, but if that didn’t work, I needed to flip this asshole over and pin him that way.

“Sawsaw?” my oldest son demanded from the sidelines.

I glanced up and saw that the remaining orcs were fighting with more energy now that their chieftains had entered the battle, and I knew I could handle this fucker on my own if it meant that Sawsaw could help the rest of my family.

“I’ve got him!” I shouted. “Help your brothers!”

Sawsaw bolted to help the other gobs, but the Dhozhna Khi chieftain was more slippery than he looked. He let me keep my grip on his wrists, but I suddenly felt his tough forehead slam into my jaw. I could have kept my fists locked on his wrists and wrestled for control of the situation again, but in the same moment that his forehead cracked against my jaw, I decided to go a different route.

I let myself fall off him as if the force of the blow had knocked me over. As soon as my legs cleared the tall chieftain, I rolled over twice to give myself some distance. Then the moment I was back on my feet, I kept my body crouched low and lunged for him. I rammed my shoulder into the tall orc’s stomach half a second after he stood up again, and he doubled over long enough for me to grab my buck knife.

This blade had seen me through three tours of duty back on Earth, and one self-important orc chieftain wasn’t about to change that fact. I wrapped my fingers around the handle at the same time the tall orc charged into me, but this time, I stayed light on my feet.

I danced backward as he kept trying to bring me to the ground. His claws started to extend and sink into my lower back, but before he could tear into my kidneys, I brought my buck knife home.

Straight into the base of his neck.

His arms stiffened around my middle, and I twisted the knife before I brought it down twice more. The orc’s long legs went out from under him, but I caught his dark hair with my free hand and held him up so he dangled there without the use of his legs.

“Nobody calls my wife a traitor,” I growled, and then I slit his throat from ear to ear.

I threw his body into the sea of other orc corpses. Then I spun back to face the battle on the rest of the plateau, only to find that all the other orcs were dead. Sawsaw was scooping out the brains of his latest kill as a snack, and it looked like my goblin daughter was performing an autopsy on one of the corpses. Her delighted siblings gathered around her to watch while Nika danced from one body to the next and stabbed each one to make sure they were really dead.

Khara was sitting on the stomach of the fallen Dagham Ghur chieftain. His chest was completely ripped open, and it looked like my warrior wife had simply reached her hand into his chest and pulled his heart out in one fell swoop. She held the still-beating heart in one hand, but her other fingers were wrapped around Ruby’s ginger hair to hold it back from her face.

Ruby wiped her mouth and tried to straighten up, but Khara kept her hand wrapped in her hair.

“I can still hear your stomach gurgling, small dwarf,” Khara announced. “I will wait for it to grow quiet before I release you.”

“You did promise to hold my hair back when I puked,” Ruby groaned. “I just thought I was over this phase of my pregnancy.”

“I always keep my promises,” Khara said and then tossed the chieftain’s heart aside when it finally stopped beating.

“Do not worry, Nimble Fingers!” Nika cried. “Matilda will come up with something else wonderful for you to snack on that is not chocolate cake or sugar cookies! You will love it, you will see!”

“Holy shit,” I whispered, since nobody else seemed to notice that all the orcs were dead. “We did it! We fucking beat them!”

“Of course we did, Ken Jewell!” Nika giggled. “Did you expect us to lose?”

“Well, no, but…” I shook my head. “We just beat a ten thousand orc army. They’re totally eliminated. Exterminated. Dead.”

“Oh, this is a fun game!” Nika clasped her hands together. “Let’s see… Gone. Torched. Assassinated. Put to death.”

“Ooh, slaughtered!” Ruby said from where she was hunched over. “Butchered! Killed! Crushed!”

“Defeated,” Khara said as she licked her fangs. “Now the power of those three orc tribes is broken, and they will not come after me again.”

“Three orc tribes down, four to go!” Nika said cheerfully.

“The other tribes will have to consider carefully before they attack us,” Khara said. “Once news of our victory spreads through the underdark, the name of Clan Jewell will be even more feared and hated than ever before.”

“As long as we have time to finish our wall, I’ll take it,” I chuckled. “You all were out-fucking-standing. I’m so proud of you.”

“We are proud of you too, Daddy!” Abby skipped toward me with a new necklace of orc fangs around her neck.

“Uh, when did you get that, sweetie?” I asked.

“Akana and I made it just now!” my siren daughter replied.

“Isn’t it a little weird for you to wear a necklace of orc fangs when… you know?” I nodded to Akana.

Abby and Akana both burst into giggles.

“Of course not!” my goblin daughter answered for them. “These orcs are not part of our clan, so they only count as enemies! When I make a necklace of human teeth from the evil bounty hunters and soldiers who have been after you, would that make you feel sad?”

“I guess not really,” I answered. “They’re our enemies, so it’s different.”

“Exactly!” the curly-haired girl said triumphantly.

“Alright, now I think I’m okay,” Ruby said, and Khara nodded and released her grip on the dwarf’s ginger hair. “But maybe we could go home?”

“Fuck yes,” I said with a grin. “Let’s go home.”

That was easier said than done, but I knew we would manage. We had to climb along the walls of the cavern to get back across the sea that Abby had unleashed, even though my siren daughter happily swam back across the water. Once we reached the other side and dried her off, we all stuck together and navigated our way back through all the traps we had unleashed on the orc army.

When we finally made it all the way back to Torrance’s cave and climbed back to the surface, the first sun was high in the sky, and the second sun was just coming up over the horizon. Tamzin and Calli were sitting on the back of one of our wagons with a hollowed-out orc skull between them. Both women seemed to be sharing the brains that the sun had roasted for them, but they jumped down and threw themselves on me the moment I emerged from the underdark.

“Oh, Ken Jewell!” Calli gasped as she smothered my neck with kisses. “We knew you would be victorious, but the scent of death that surrounds you is better than any unicorn perfume you could ever buy me!”

“I am very happy that you have returned to us,” Tamzin said as she clasped my hands and then pulled me in for a deep kiss. “We killed more enemies tonight than I have ever dreamed of, and I am full of their life force now.”

“I’m glad you were both able to reap some benefits,” I chuckled. “Did everything go okay after we led them into the underdark?”

“Yes, they all roasted like chickens in the sunlight,” Calli answered. “Except for the ones who had already been blown up by our grenades. It was so fun to watch them explode, but I enjoyed smelling the terror of the ones who burned. The ones who exploded did not even feel their deaths coming, so they could not panic first.”

“It was still fun to watch them die,” Tamzin said with a smile. “But most of the orcs were caught by the sun before they could make it into the underdark. The quarry is covered with their bodies, and it will be quite a task for the workers to clear them out before they can mine more granite.”

“I think it will be a minute before anybody worries about the quarry,” I said. “The duke owns it, and something tells me his workers aren’t going to do the job if they’re not sure whether they’ll get paid for it.”

“That is true,” Calli said. “They will probably wait.”

“And that means the quarry is all ours until then,” I said with a grin. “But first, let’s go the fuck home.”

“What about the suns?” Ruby asked. “It’s the middle of the morning, and anybody could see us driving across the countryside!”

“I doubt very much that anyone will be looking past their own front door today,” I snickered. “An army of orcs just assaulted the duke’s castle, defeated his army, and drove him out. The villagers will be too scared shitless to look for any trouble.”

“Besides,” Khara added. “If anyone sees us and says something, we will kill them.”

I decided to let Khara have that one, since I really didn’t think the humans would step foot outside their homes today.

By the time we got back to our own home, I was dead tired. Torrance and his kids were thrilled to see us and to see that Akana and the goblin girl were with us, and my youngest daughter apologized very sweetly that Markus and Maximus had spent the whole night looking for them.

I told Torrance we would catch him up on all the details soon enough, but right now, I just wanted to get some rest. I washed up in the river along with the rest of my family, but before I headed to catch up on sleep, I told Nika that I wanted to check on something in the barn with her.

As soon as we were inside the barn, I closed the massive doors behind us and slid the bar through them to lock them from the inside. Nika turned toward me with a sly smile, and I grinned at how mischievous and sexy she looked at the same time.

“Soooo?” Nika demanded. “Were you impressed by your sons today, Ken Jewell? And more importantly, were you impressed by your Nika?”

“You and the boys were magnificent,” I said. “You really blew me away, my love.”

“Really?” Nika started to bounce on her toes, and her green breasts jiggled in the same rhythm. “Sooo… how impressed were you exactly?”

I slipped my arms around her waist and pulled the sexy goblin toward me. She gasped when she felt my cock already starting to get stiff, but before she could slide her hands into my pants, I pulled back on her candy-red hair so her face was tilted up toward mine.

“Impressed enough that we can make a baby,” I whispered, and then I leaned down and let my lips devour hers.




[image: ]




Chapter 23

“Mmmmfffuuul!” Nika gasped against my lips.

“Sorry, what was that?” I pulled away and grinned at the goblin woman’s sudden pout that we were no longer locking lips.

“I said, ‘Ohhh, Ken Jewellll!’” Nika stamped her foot. “And then I was going to tell you how sexy you are and how much I liked seeing you slaughter our enemies today!”

“Oh, I see,” I snickered. “How about instead of telling me, you just show me instead?”

“I can do that,” Nika said eagerly, but then she surprised me by untangling herself from my arms, bounding up the ladder to the loft, and jumping forward to stand on the soft hay high above me.

“Uhh, Nika?” I cocked an eyebrow. “What are you doing up there?”

“Showing you how much I liked seeing you slaughter our enemies, just like you asked!” Nika said. “Give me a minute to get into character. You will love this, you will see!”

I was about to argue that this wasn’t exactly what I had in mind, but then Nika pulled off her tight tank top so her bare breasts swung back and forth like heavy green fruits. She wiggled her shoulders, puffed out her chest, and then put her hands on her hips just above her cutoff denim shorts.

“Oh, you think you are a match for me?” Nika said in a voice that sounded as low as she could go. “Do you not know that I am the mighty Ken Jewell?”

I snorted when I realized she was trying to imitate me.

Then Nika quickly jumped to the side like she was going to act out another part in the play she was performing. She hunched over and covered her nipples with one arm so it looked like she was holding a wound in her side, and she raised her other hand high.

“Wait, please!” she said in a whiny voice. “We orcs are so stupid and ugly that we did not know you were Ken Jewell! Spare us, mighty king!”

The goblin woman danced back to the other side of the loft and puffed up her chest again. “Not a chance, stupid orc!”

“Then what will you do to us?” Nika pleaded in the orc’s voice.

“I will rip open your brains and feed them to my children!” Nika said in her imitation of my own voice. “I will slit your throats and piss in your windpipes! I will wrestle you into submission until you beg for death, and then I will make you curse your parents for ever bringing you into this life only to bring so much shame upon your family! Ha! Haha!”

Then Nika went back and forth between punching the air and pretending to be the orc who was getting punched to death. She really went hard in her commitment to the reenactment, and every time she played the orc, she made herself fall backward or spin around like she’d just been clocked. Whenever she played me, she laughed like a cartoon bad guy, and each punch made her breasts swing and knock together a little more.

“I think we might have slightly different memories of how this morning went down,” I laughed. “But I appreciate the reenactment, even if I’m pretty sure I did have my shirt on during the whole battle.”

“I am not done, Ken Jewell!” Nika said in her own voice. “This is my play, and that gives me creative powers to act it out the way that I saw it in my mind! And I definitely saw you shirtless in my mind.”

“Okay.” I grinned. “But in your reenactment, didn’t I just finish killing all the orcs?”

“All except for the chieftain,” Nika said. “Which you would know if you let me finish!”

“My bad.” I raised my hands and tried my best to look serious.

“It is okay,” Nika sighed. “You can make it up to me by helping me with this next part. Come up here.”

“No please or thank you?” I teased.

“The mighty Ken Jewell does not need to say please or thank you!” Nika tried to imitate my voice again. “He always does anyway, but that is because he is a generous, kind, and goodhearted man! Not because he has to!”

“I’m glad we cleared that up,” I snickered after I climbed the ladder and joined her in the loft. “But that reminds me, thank you for all the snacks you packed for us to eat while we watched the battle. They were both thoughtful and delicious.”

“You’re welcome, but please remember that you have to stay focused on the role you are playing,” Nika whispered loudly. “Now you say, ‘Not so fast, Ken Jewell!’”

“You’re lucky you’re cute, or I might not indulge you.” I smirked.

“No, no, no!” Nika sighed. “The line is ‘Not so fast--’”

“I got it,” I cut her off. “Okay, here goes… Not so fast, Ken Jewell!”

“You think you can stop me?” Nika demanded with her puffed-up chest. “Think again, foolish orc!”

My goblin wife suddenly danced forward and pressed the point of her knife into my chest before I even saw her pull it out.

“Say your prayers, stupid orc!” Nika declared.

“Oh no!” I laughed. “Please, don’t!”

Nika didn’t break character even for a second. She dragged the point of her knife to the bottom of my shirt, and then she made three quick cuts into the fabric like she was carving the letter ‘K.’

My shirt promptly fell to the ground in pieces, and I immediately wondered if I had missed something because there was no way that should have worked.

“I didn’t know your name was Zorro,” I chuckled.

“K stands for Ken, not Zorro,” the green-skinned woman said with a pout. “Now, your pants!”

“Maybe let me take off my own pants!” I jumped back before she could cut them into pieces too, since I wasn’t eager to have a knife waving around my manhood. “Wait, are we still doing your reenactment?”

“Oh, I forgot!” Nika giggled. “You distracted me with your sexy muscles, Ken Jewell. But after I threaten you with the knife, then I am supposed to stab your spine and make your legs go limp, and then you die. It was sooo wonderful to watch you destroy the orc chieftain!”

“Like this?” I reached around to my lower back and stiffened like she had just stabbed me, and then I groaned and collapsed into the hay.

“Yes, exactly like that!” Nika clapped a little clumsily with the knife in hand, but her enthusiasm gave the impression she had just watched a performance of Shakespeare. “Oh, it was such a sexy fight, Ken Jewell!”

I started to open my eyes, but I quickly found Nika on top of me with my shredded shirt in one hand. She had taken off her shorts in the two seconds it took for me to fall into the hay, and now her bare hips straddled me in the hay loft.

Nika had also put on my patrol cap again over her candy-red hair, and she gave me a little salute now.

“I liked whipping the gobs into shape,” Nika said. “It is very fun to be bossy. They were even more fun to watch in battle today than before, and I know they love how proud you are of them.”

“I’m proud of you, too,” I said as I reached up toward her hips.

“No!” Nika swatted my hands away. “You are in Nika’s army now too, soldier!”

“Yes, ma’am!” I grinned.

Nika instantly tied my shredded shirt around my eyes so I couldn’t see anything. A second later, I felt her tie one of the barn ropes around my wrists, and then she pulled off my pants and threw them to the side.

I might not be able to see her, but I could still smell the perfumed scent of her hair mixing with the sweet scent of the hay. I felt her soft skin slide along my own as she positioned herself above my lap again, and then I felt the velvety brush of her entrance tickle the tip of my cock.

“Fuck, Nika,” I groaned.

“That’s Sergeant General Major Captain Nika to you, soldier,” my wife teased.

“Fuck, Sergeant General Major Captain Nika,” I snickered, but then she started to graze her breasts up my stomach and across my chest.

She slid her breasts up my face next, and the moment her hard nipples brushed my lips, I grabbed them gently between my teeth and carefully pulled her down closer. She lowered her body on top of me even more, and I let my tongue trace circles around her nipple until she moaned softly. Then I took as much of her tit into my mouth as I could fit, and I kissed and massaged every inch of it with my tongue.

“That’s… good… work, soldier!” Nika gasped and then slid her other breast into my mouth.

I was too busy licking the sweet salt from her skin to answer.

I was also too busy slipping my hands out of the knotted rope that Nika had tied me up with. As much as I enjoyed Nika taking control, I wanted to feel her body with my hands, not just my tongue, and I knew she would enjoy the surprise.

I slipped my tongue in between her breasts now and buried my face in her warm cleavage. She moaned as my tongue caressed her skin, but she still only hovered her pussy just above my cock, and I thought I might actually go insane if I wasn’t inside her in less than five seconds.

When it felt like Nika was completely distracted by my tongue in between her tits, I pulled my hands out of the rope, grabbed her hips, and thrust my cock into her entrance all in one fluid movement.

“Ohhh!” Nika gasped.

I didn’t even bother to take off my blindfold. I focused all my attention on gripping the soft flesh of her hips as I started to thrust deeper into my wife’s velvety tunnel, and without my sense of sight to distract me, I noticed every quiver of Nika’s muscles against my body. Her legs trembled when I thrust all the way inside her, and her breasts prickled with little goosebumps where they pressed against my chest.

“You’re about to be in for a promotion,” Nika whispered and then moaned loudly. “In about three… two… ohhhh!”

Her whole body shook against mine with the force of her orgasm, and I didn’t give two shits if every last person on the homestead heard her cum. This was my wife, and she deserved to climax as loudly as she wanted to.

And fuck me if she didn’t shake the barn rafters with her shrieks of pleasure.

When she settled back down into her body, I ran my hands up the light sheen of sweat along her back until I wrapped my fingers in her hair. Then I pulled her face toward me so I could kiss her soft lips, and I started to slowly grind my pelvis in circles against hers.

“What do you think?” I whispered as I let my tongue glide along her neckline toward her earlobe. “Do you think I earned that promotion yet?”

“Yesss,” Nika moaned. “What rank do you want, Ken Jewell?”

“Whatever rank lets me blindfold you instead,” I teased and kissed her neck.

“Then I now declare you… ohhh, right there… General… ohhh!” Another climax suddenly crested over her body, but Nika forged ahead even as her voice trembled. “Ohh! General! Captain! Sergeant! King! Ken Jewelllll!”

I held her tightly until the orgasm finished passing through her like a wave, and then I kissed her cheek softly.

“Is that my official title now?” I smirked. “General Captain Sergeant King Ken Jewell?”

“I think it has a ring to it,” Nika laughed. “Don’t you?”

“Hell yes,” I answered, and then I gripped her hips again and flipped her over so her back was pressed into the hay.

I tore off my blindfold and took my patrol cap back from her, and Nika’s emerald eyes sparkled when she saw me put the cap on. I let her enjoy the image for a second, but then I tied my shredded shirt around her eyes and quickly slipped her wrists into the knotted rope she had made for me.

I had kept my cock inside her the whole time, but now that she was positioned how I wanted her, Nika started to tighten and release her muscles around my dick. Every time she squeezed, it felt like she was pulling me a little deeper inside her, and every time she released, it felt like I pushed a little deeper until each thrust made me feel like I was about to see god.

I let my hands trace up and down her jade-colored skin, and she shivered with pleasure whenever I ran my fingers lightly over a new area. Her chest just above her breasts seemed especially sensitive, and so did the insides of her arms. But when I grazed my thumb over the little crease of her hip bone, Nika’s whole body trembled like she was about to explode.

“Oh, General Captain Sergeant King Ken Jewell!” Nika gasped. “I think my body is on fire for you!”

“Then I think it’s time for you to cum again, soldier,” I ordered.

I kept up the same rhythm with my thrusts now that she was so close, and just when her back started to arch, I grazed both thumbs along the creases of her hip bones.

It was enough to send her completely over the edge.

Nika’s body spasmed in release, and her legs kicked out so much that her feet sent waves of hay flying out of the hay loft. She ripped her hands out of her rope bonds a second later, and then she grabbed two fistfuls of hay and threw them up into the air with a final shriek of ecstasy.

“I like pretending to be your soldier,” Nika giggled as she pulled her blindfold off again. “But I like being your wife even better.”

“Good,” I said and then leaned down to kiss her cheek. “Because nothing in this world makes me happier than being husband to you all and being the father of all our children.”

“Since we are on the subject of children,” Nika said and then bit her lip. “Are you going to put another baby in me?”

“Has it really been long enough since you gave birth to our little girl?” I asked.

“Close enough.” Nika waved her hand. “It might not be exact, but my body feels ready. I want you more than ever and forever, Ken Jewell.”

“Then that’s exactly what you’re going to get.” I kissed her cheek and then pulled her up so we could move into a new position.

I sat back so my ass was in the hay and my feet were planted on the ground in the top of a sit-up position. Nika climbed into my lap so her legs straddled me, and I was able to use the strength of my glutes and my thighs to help bounce her up and down on my cock.

Nika slipped her arms around my neck until her tits were pressed so firmly against my face that I almost couldn’t breathe, but I didn’t even care. All I cared about was the feeling of our bodies locked together in perfect rhythm, and all that mattered was Nika’s soft moans every time I entered her a little deeper.

All I wanted to do was give my beautiful wife as much pleasure right now as she gave me every single day just by being her cheerful, ferocious, loving, and sexy goblin self.

Our bodies rocked together perfectly until it felt like the whole barn disappeared around us. I didn’t feel the hay underneath me or hear the creak of the wood in the loft beneath us. I didn’t pay any attention to the light coming in through the barn windows, either, and I started to wonder if we were even on this planet anymore.

I just felt our bodies moving together in slow and steady ecstasy. But finally, Nika gasped and looked at me with so much love that her green eyes were shining with tears.

“I am ready, Ken Jewell,” she whispered. “Make me a mother again.”

“It would be my fucking honor,” I said, and I locked my lips onto hers.

Then I swore it felt like her pelvic muscles were about to pull me right through her cervix straight into her uterus to make good and fucking sure I made her pregnant. I let my cock push into her as far as I could go, and then I pulsed smaller thrusts deep inside her pussy.

The blood pounded in my ears and rushed toward my cock, and my body trembled like I was the center of a thunderstorm. We both suddenly arched our backs as our climaxes swept over us at the same time, but they were completely silent.

It felt like I was so deep in ecstasy that I couldn’t make a noise even if I wanted to.

Instead, I just let the wave of my cum swell up and burst from my cock deep inside her. It gushed into her as her entrance quivered around me, and I spasmed again to unleash a second wave into her womb. I filled her so full of my seed that it started to leak out from her pussy, but I thrust into her one final time and flooded her with one last river of my cream.

“Ohhhh!” Nika gasped when we both came back down from our orgasms. “Ohh, I am definitely pregnant now! Thank you, Ken Jewell.”

“Was it worth the wait?” I grinned and kissed her hair.

“Yes!” Nika cheered but then immediately frowned. “But that does not mean we should wait so long every time.”

“Don’t worry so much,” I teased. “We’ll have sex all the time now that I know the gobs are in such good hands with you. You will see!”

“Oh!” Nika giggled. “I see what you did there. You are using my own words against me!”

“Or am I using them for you?” I winked. “Come here.”

I started to pull out, but Nika shook her head, helped us lay down on the hay, and locked her legs around my waist so I could stay inside her.

“We can lay here just like this,” she said as she gave me another little squeeze with her pelvic muscles. “Then if we fall asleep, you will still be inside me when we wake up, and we can go again!”

“Yes, ma’am, Sergeant Captain Nika,” I laughed.

We both promptly fell asleep in the warm hay, but just like Nika predicted, we woke up and had sex twice before we passed out for so long that the light through the barn windows changed. It looked like late afternoon by the time we really woke up, and we carefully untangled our bodies from each other.

“Did we fall asleep again?” Nika yawned. “I am not surprised! You really wore me out, and we both know it is very important to get enough sleep when you are growing a baby!”

“Do you really think I put another little gob in there?” I kissed her stomach.

“I am two hundred percent certain.” Nika smiled. “I cannot wait to give you another goblin son. Do not worry! I will make sure he is as well-trained as his brothers.”

“I know you will.” I kissed her cheek. “Now, what do you say we get something to eat? I don’t know about you, but I’ve definitely worked up an appetite.”

“Me too, General Captain… oh, I can’t remember the rest,” Nika sighed happily. “Me too, Ken Jewell.”

I helped her find her clothes again, but since she had shredded my t-shirt, I could only slip my pants back on before I climbed down from the loft. Nika promptly jumped from the barn’s second story so I could catch her, and then she insisted that I carry her all the way to the house.

I wasn’t about to argue with the beautiful goblin woman in my arms.

When we got back to the house, I found my whole family and Torrance’s family all assembled around the dining table. There were pork belly dumplings, steamed buns stuffed with bacon, lettuce, and fresh tomatoes, cucumber salad with fresh dill, and a deep cast-iron skillet filled with roasted tomatoes, peppers, onions, and spices with an army’s worth of fried eggs sizzling on top. There were also fried donuts filled with raspberry jam and oatmeal cookies packed with chunks of chocolate.

“This looks amazing!” Nika said. “How did you all know we were going to be hungry?”

“I think anybody within a five-mile radius could guess that you would be hungry,” Ruby snickered.

“It did sound like you were both really exerting yourselves,” Calli laughed. “We probably fell asleep about the same time that you did, and the smells of Matilda’s delicious baking woke us all up.”

“You did all this by yourself?” I asked with a glance at the blushing human girl.

“W-well, yes,” Matilda admitted.

“Then thank you for breakfast, Matilda,” I said. “Or I guess I should say supper, since we’ve slept the day away.”

“You all deserve it!” Matilda gushed. “Abby got up earlier than everyone else and has been telling me all about the attack on the castle, about your death maze, and about how you took on twenty orc chieftains all at once!”

“Is that right?” I frowned at my siren daughter. “You haven’t been fudging the truth a little, have you?”

“Only a very, very little bit.” Abby held up her index finger and thumb like she was holding a single grain of salt. “You did kill at least twenty orcs yourself, Daddy. Even if they weren’t all chieftains.”

“Either way, it’s really amazing!” Matilda said. “I can’t believe you orchestrated that whole attack so the orcs and the duke’s forces basically destroyed each other!”

“Except for the orcs that he led through his death maze and then destroyed with his bare hands,” Nika added proudly.

“He is pretty impressive, isn’t he?” Calli nudged Matilda in the ribs and then gave me an obvious wink.

“Calli!” I groaned.

“That is not the only area in which Ken Jewell is impressive,” Khara said matter-of-factly. “He also exceeds all expectations when it comes to--”

“Maybe let’s save that conversation for another time,” I quickly cut her off. “I don’t want the food to get cold, so let’s dig in.”

The meal tasted even better than it looked. I relished every bite as a reward for our hard-earned victory over the orcs, and I made sure to thank Matilda several times for all the work she’d done to prepare it. I knew it might be hard for her to feel like she was doing anything that mattered compared to our battle against the orcs, but I wanted her to know that her role here was equally important.

After I finished two plates full of food and three cups of strong coffee, I finally leaned back in my chair and took a deep breath. My wives and children were all finishing up too, and so were Torrance and his family. It was good to see us all gathered around the table at the same time, and I was damn grateful we had made it back this morning so we could enjoy this moment together now.

“So, what’s next?” Ruby demanded as she patted her full stomach. “Those three orc tribes shouldn’t be a threat to us anymore, and the duke went and lost himself a whole army. We’ve got an entire granite quarry to ourselves until the politics of the power shift are sorted out, and that all sounds pretty good to me.”

“We’re in a hell of a lot better position than we were a few days ago, that’s for sure,” I replied. “It should give us time to mine some more granite ourselves, and we might even have time to finish our wall before the other orcs get their shit together and attack us.”

“I believe we will have time,” Khara agreed. “The Great Army of Molgre Dhodh does nothing without careful planning, and once Nhodhur Nhan, Xanthag, and Kugarok hear about what happened to the armies of the other orc tribes, they will also plan their hunt in great detail. They will still lose, but it will buy us time.”

“I’ll take it,” I said. “Our top priority is finishing the granite wall. We saw how the orcs were still able to attack the duke’s wall, but in case you didn’t notice, they weren’t able to just plow right through the walls. They had to rely on scaling the walls and bursting through the front gates, and we can get enough defenses in place to keep both of those things from happening.”

“Trenches already advantage,” Sawsaw grunted.

“That’s true,” my goblin daughter said. “The duke thought being on a hill would help defend his castle, but he clearly did not expect an attack by orcs, or he would have known that it is much harder to keep orcs from invading. But we already have ten-feet-deep trenches outside our walls, and we also have traps all throughout the fields surrounding our home!”

“Good point, princess,” I said. “You’re like a regular Athena, you know that?”

“What’s an Athena?” she asked.

“She’s a goddess of war where I come from,” I explained. “She was so clever that they named one of the most important cities in the world after her. She destroys bad monsters and saves good people. You’d like her, she’s a real trip.”

“Daddy, that’s it!” my goblin daughter gasped.

“What is it, sweetie?” I asked.

“That’s my name!” my youngest daughter said.

“Which part?” I asked as my heart started to beat faster. “Trip? Destroy?”

“No, no!” the curly-haired girl giggled. “Athena! That’s my name. You found it for me, Daddy! Thank you!”

“Athena!” I grinned. “Well, isn’t that just about the most perfect thing I’ve ever heard?”

“Congratulations, Athena!” Abby clapped. “That’s such a wonderful name!”

“My full name is Athena Destroyer Jewell,” the goblin girl explained. “But you can call me Athena for short!”

“I love it!” Nika wiped a tear from her eye. “I am so proud of you for already finding your name, Athena!”

The rest of my family congratulated her on her name too, and I felt a swell of pride in my youngest daughter. It made all the sense in the world that she wanted to be named after a goddess of battle, especially since she had literally been born in the middle of a battle with wendigos. But I felt extra proud that Athena had named herself based on something I said.

After we all finished our congratulations to Athena, Torrance shifted in his chair and then scratched his head.

“Far be it from me to kill the mood, Ken,” the old farmer said. “But as tickled pink as I am that we don’t gotta worry about any more orcs for a little while, what about the duke?”

“And more importantly, what about the duchess?” Nika wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.

“Trust me, I wish I knew where the duchess was,” I sighed. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m mostly just glad that Sawsaw picked up her scent so we know she’s not with the duke, but that still leaves me with a lot of questions.”

“Like how many babies you would like to have with her?” Nika suggested.

“Probably more like how fast we can finish our castle so she can continue to live in the luxury that she is accustomed to,” Khara said.

“Pshh.” Nika waved her hand dismissively. “She will be too busy admiring the luxuriousness of Ken Jewell’s family jewels to think about castle luxuries.”

“I was actually thinking more along the lines of where she went,” I chuckled.

“Where did Sawsaw pick up her scent?” Torrance asked.

“At the postern gate of the duke’s castle,” I answered.

“Day or two old,” Sawsaw reminded me.

“Right.” I nodded. “The scent trail suggested she left a day or two ago, and she was headed in the direction of Hamstead before the trail went cold.”

“With your knowledge of the town jail and the prostitutes, you are certainly the most well-acquainted with Hamstead, Quartermaster Torrance,” Khara said. “Do you have any guesses about where this duchess might have gone in the village?”

“Uhh, well, I’m not sure I’d say I was the most well-acquainted with the jail or the prostitutes or anything,” Torrance managed to get out, even though his face was already red. “But to be honest with you, I ain’t got no idea where a duchess would go. I think her family’s from somewhere in the south, but I don’t think she’d go back to them. They’re some of the duke’s nobles, at least since the last war, so their loyalty is to him, not her.”

“Maybe she’s going to the king to ask him to dissolve her marriage so she can be freed up for other opportunities,” Ruby said with a sly grin. “Other really big, hard, long-lasting opportunities.”

“I have a feeling that’s not how things work in the human world,” I said. “Even if she would want a legitimate way to get away from the duke.”

“I’m afraid you’re right,” Torrance agreed.

“I just hope that wherever she is, she’s okay,” I said. “I’m the one who told her how to escape in the first place, and I’m also the one who destroyed the duke’s castle and army.”

“And this makes you feel responsible for her safety and wellbeing?” Tamzin asked.

“Yeah, I guess it does,” I answered.

“You’re so fucking nice,” Ruby sniffled and wiped a few tears from her cheeks. “Shit, why the fuck am I fucking crying?”

“Perhaps you are entering a new phase of your pregnancy.” Khara patted the dwarf’s ginger hair. “I have heard tears are normal for some creatures during pregnancy.”

“Ughh, I think I’ll take puking over crying.” Ruby drew in a shaky breath and then blew out a great big puff of air.

“Ruby is right,” Tamzin said. “You are kind to consider the wellbeing of a human woman who has no connection to you.”

“How can you say that about our new sister?” Nika whispered loudly. “She will be Ken Jewell’s wife as soon as he finds her, and that is the best connection any woman could ever have!”

“I don’t know about that,” I chuckled. “But she did help me and Sawsaw escape from the castle, and that’s enough to make me hope she’s okay.”

“See! And then once you make sure she is okay, you can bring her home as a new wife!” Nika declared. “Oh! But I bet you will kill the duke first, and then the duchess will fall into your arms when you tell her all the ways that you mutilated his body! How wonderfully romantic, Ken Jewell!”

“Nobody says the duchess has to marry me just because I’m going to kill her husband,” I snickered.

“Oh, but she will,” Calli said with a serious nod. “Trust us. We know what women want.”

“And the answer is Ken Fucking Jewell,” Ruby agreed.

“Actually, I think it might be Fucking Ken Jewell,” Tamzin teased.

“Ha!” Khara snorted. “Clever wordplay, dryad.”

Torrance snickered into his coffee as if he agreed with this, but then he caught his two sons’ questioning glances, and he sent them an innocent shrug.

“Whatever the duchess decides to do after I find her is up to her,” I said with a smile. “But I will need to find the duke and kill him. Preferably before he is able to get permission to use the king’s soldiers stationed at Grimford as reinforcements. I don’t want him to regain control of his castle or quarry again. I’m sure we’ll have to fight the king eventually, but I don’t think we’re ready for a war on that scale yet.”

“But one day, we will be,” Tamzin said as she twirled one of her kinky green curls like I had caught her in the middle of a daydream.

“You don’t happen to know anything about Grimford, do you?” I asked Torrance.

“I’m afraid I can’t help you with that,” the old farmer replied. “I’ve never been that far north, so that’s beyond my scope of knowledge.”

“No harm done,” I told him. “We’ll figure out a different way to get our knowledge of Grimford.”

“Sounds like we have some sneaking to do!” Nika grinned.

“Probably,” I agreed. “But listen, as much as I want to make sure we finish off the duke before he gets reinforcements from the king, we have another important mission we need to do soon, too.”

“Like finding out a way to thank Matilda for these delicious oatmeal chocolate chunk cookies?” Ruby sighed. “I was worried I wouldn’t be able to eat anything sweet again after our baby decided they don’t like sugar cookies anymore, but Matilda outdid herself again.”

“I’m glad you like them,” the girl said with a light flush to her cheeks.

“Just you wait,” Ruby told her. “I’m gonna find some way to thank you. I’m not sure how exactly, but I swear that I will.”

“You’re absolutely right, Ruby,” I said. “But that’s not actually what I had in mind. I was thinking about a promise that I made to Tamzin.”

“Oh!” the dryad gasped. “Do you mean my saplings?”

“Absolutely,” I replied. “I promised that after we beat these three orc tribes, we would go into the deep, deep underdark and steal your saplings, seedlings, trees, seeds, and whatever else you want to take with you from your old home.”

“Really?” Tamzin’s dark brown eyes were shining.

“Of course,” Khara said. “He promised he would do this, and our husband always keeps his word.”

“The dryads will try to stop us,” Tamzin warned. “It will be difficult to take anything from their grove, even if it is not technically stealing since I will only take what already belongs to me.”

“Didn’t you see what we just did to all the humans and the fucking orcs?” Ruby snorted. “I think we can handle a few dryads.”

“They may be more challenging than you realize,” Tamzin said with a smile. “But with Ken Jewell and my new sisters at my side, I know we will succeed.”

“So basically,” I said, “we need to finish our defenses, kill the duke, find the duchess, steal Tamzin’s saplings, and defeat any dryads who try to stop us. Does that sound about right?”

“Don’t forget that we will also need to steal moss from drow territory to help my saplings grow,” Tamzin added.

“And then kill any drow who try to stop us!” Nika cheered. “This is a wonderful plan! I love it! It is full of danger, sneaking, fighting, and killing!”

“Alright, so it’s defenses, duke, duchess, dryads, and drow,” I said with a smile. “We’ll be busy, that’s for sure.”

A sudden belch sounded from under the table, but all the goblin boys were still seated in their chairs, and so were their sisters.

When I peered under the table, I found myself staring straight into Handsome’s yellow eyes just as he gave another massive burp that smelled like a rank mixture of pork belly and dill.

“Oh come on, who’s been feeding the dog under the table?” I groaned as I tried to wave away the stench.

“Handsome is so clever that he was probably feeding himself!” Abby giggled.

“Did Handsome magically grow thumbs so he could grab food off the table?” I frowned but then had to hold my breath when the shaggy wolf-dog gave another burp that smelled like vomit.

“Don’t be mad, Daddy!” Athena said as she slipped under the table and wrapped her arms around the wolf-dog. “Handsome was just so hungry, and he was very sad that he didn’t get to come with us on our mission last night!”

“Somebody had to stay behind and help Torrance watch over things here,” I said. “I’ll let it slide that you fed him from the table this time, but his breath is rotten. You girls are gonna have to brush his teeth or something if you want him to keep coming inside at mealtimes.”

“We will brush his teeth even better than we brush our own!” Abby said.

“No, no, no!” Ruby gasped and then jumped back from the table. “I will not be defeated by the stench of a dog’s breath. I changed my fucking mind, I want to be in the crying phase and not the puking phase! These cookies are staying in my stomach, and that’s all there is to it!”

Handsome belched again, and this time, even I had to push myself back from the table. It smelled like the dog had devoured something from every single dish on the dining table, and now it was all mixing in his stomach like a rotten cocktail.

“Um, Daddy?” my goblin daughter whispered as she pulled away from the wolf-dog. “I think Handsome might have eaten too much. He just told me that he’s going to be sick.”

“Ah, shit,” I groaned. “Everybody, out!”

The dog’s next burp sounded like he was about to blow, so we all stumbled back from the table and hurried out onto the lawn as fast as we could. If this was how bad Handsome’s belches smelled, I didn’t want to be around when he actually got sick.

When my three little girls joined us on the lawn, I shook my head and pointed back at the house.

“Sorry, sweeties,” I said. “You fed him, so you’re gonna have to clean it up.”

“We can do it.” Abby nodded.

Akana punched her fist into her palm like she was going to beat the dog’s puke into submission, and then my orc daughter led her two sisters back into the house.

“Daughters seem very fun,” Tamzin said as she gripped my bicep. “But so do sons! I cannot decide which one I hope we have, Ken Jewell.”

“Either one will be perfect,” I said with a smile.

I led the stunning dryad and the rest of my family away from the house so we didn’t have to hear poor Handsome. I hoped my daughters would learn a valuable lesson about not feeding him food that wasn’t meant for dogs, but they would probably just feed him less next time.

When we all assembled on the lawn south of the house, I saw that the first sun had just reached the western horizon. The sky was streaked with deep purples and blues and oranges, and it made all the hills around us seem like they were glowing with golden light.

Now that the meal was over, Sawsaw led the goblin boys in a game of hide-and-seek with Markus and Maximus. Matilda carried a chair off the front porch so her father could enjoy the sunset while sitting down. As soon as Torrance made himself comfortable, the slender brunette stood behind him and just put her hand on his shoulder. It was a sweet gesture, and I smiled at how thoughtful and mature Matilda was becoming.

Nika and Calli joined me on my left, and Khara joined Tamzin on my right. Ruby had recovered from the stench of Handsome’s burps, and now she leaned back against my chest as we watched the first sun go down.

Then I heard splashing from behind me and glanced back to see that Handsome had emerged from the house with my three daughters.

He seemed completely unfazed by his experience and was now resisting the girls’ efforts to wash his mouth out. Athena was on his back like he was a small pony, and she held his head still while Akana and Abby tried to rub our toothpaste on his teeth. It didn’t look like they were actually getting much toothpaste in his mouth, but the girls at least had a bucket of water that they kept splashing on Handsome’s fur.

I smiled and shook my head, mostly at the fact that Handsome loved my girls so much that he was only half-heartedly fighting their efforts to brush his teeth. Then I tried to return my attention to the sunset, but I barely noticed how beautiful the golden light was compared to my family all around me.

“We really have one hell of a life,” I told my wives.

“That is because you are a king among men and monsters,” Nika said, like it was the most obvious statement in the world.

“Is it any wonder that we think the duchess would like to join our family?” Calli smiled. “Look at our children, Ken Jewell. Can you imagine anything better?”

“Maybe one thing,” I chuckled.

“Really?” Nika gasped. “What is it?”

“More children,” I teased and kissed the top of Tamzin’s hair.

“We will give you all the children that you could ever ask for,” Ruby said. “And when you find more amazing wives to bring home, they will want to do the same thing.”

“Then we will be able to destroy our enemies even more effectively than we can now,” Khara said.

“We will be unstoppable,” Tamzin whispered.

“Hell yes, we will.” I grinned.

When I first came to this world, all I had wanted was to make a safe home for my family. I had been prepared to fight to defend my wives and children from anyone who tried to mess with us, and I had hoped we would get to the point where people would respect my power and then leave me the fuck alone.

Since we had first started making strides to protect ourselves, we had already conquered a fearsome goblin tribe and destroyed the ancient underdark city of Ashgorheckamoofta. We had built a railway to steal granite out from under Duke Bellfrey’s very nose, and now we had defeated the duke’s army and the combined armies of three different orc tribes.

But now, I wanted more.

I didn’t just want everybody to leave us alone. I wanted people and all the creatures of the underdark to fear us, not just respect us. I wanted to build the most badass fortress this world had ever seen, and I wanted to make our name so well-known that our enemies would come to surrender and pay us tribute before we even demanded it.

It was the only way to make sure my family was safe, and it was the only way to make sure my wives and children always had everything they could ever dream of.

End of Book 4
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you leave a review, and don’t forget about my Patreon!

 

To find out more about Michael-Scott and his novels please visit:

www.michaelscottearle.com

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2022 by Michael-Scott Earle

[image: ]


End Notes

 

cover.jpeg
—

~=
N -

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR g A S

MICHAEL-SCOTT EARLE k-





index-781_1.jpg





index-743_1.jpg





index-782_1.jpg





index-499_1.jpg





index-570_1.jpg





index-536_1.jpg





index-646_1.jpg





index-606_1.jpg





index-711_1.jpg





index-688_1.jpg





index-392_1.jpg





index-361_1.jpg





index-459_1.jpg





index-426_1.jpg





index-197_1.jpg





index-171_1.jpg





index-254_1.jpg





index-224_1.jpg





index-323_1.jpg





index-292_1.jpg





index-4_1.jpg
N EW)YORK\%I'IMI;»/1 BESTSELLING'AUTHOR

TT{EARLE





index-1_1.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR & d

~

MICHAEL-SCOTT EARLE





index-37_1.jpg





index-5_1.jpg





index-105_1.jpg





index-74_1.jpg





index-141_1.jpg





