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Chapter 1

The sound of a thunderclap woke me up, but it wasn’t what sent me reaching for my gun.

My fingers wrapped around the grip of my M17 like an old friend. Only then did I roll into a sitting position on the mattress and check the corners of the bedroom for the source of the faint clicking, snapping noise that had pulled me out of sleep in the first place.

The room was clear, but that wasn’t much of a surprise since one of the four beauties sleeping with me would have definitely heard an intruder. I glanced from the closed door back to the mattress, but Nika, Ruby, Khara, and Tamzin were all still fast asleep where they were draped across each other’s naked bodies.

Calli must have slipped out earlier to go recharge in the pond, and after the erotic efforts of all six of us last night, I wasn’t surprised that the blonde siren needed a little bit of a top-up. But since she wasn’t here, that made me more nervous about the noise I’d heard. Not that Calli couldn’t handle herself better than any soldier in my platoon back on Earth, better than all of them combined, if I was being really honest.

And if anyone was approaching my home, Blink or Akana would have sounded the alarm system from the watchtowers and sent us all scurrying to our battle stations.

I knew all this, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling that something was outside in the storm. It was just as dark as it had been when the last boom of thunder had woken me up, even though it had to be at least an hour after the first sunrise now. I thought it would be nice to sleep in this morning thanks to the series of thunderstorms that had rolled in overnight, especially since we had defeated the combined armies of three orc tribes only yesterday.

But now all I could focus on was how the dim gray light outside could be hiding anything, and all I could think about was how the extra sleep had muddled my senses until I wasn’t sure if I’d heard the trees south of the river groaning in the storm or the footsteps of an approaching horde.

I was already standing up to go check on the kids in the other room when Tamzin’s low voice behind me made me pause.

“You look very concerned for someone who satisfied five women over and over again for hours on end.” For a moment, her sultry tone alone sent me spinning back into the raptures of our tangled bodies last night. “Is everything alright, my love?”

I glanced back at my dryad wife where she had slipped out of Khara and Nika’s arms and was now sitting up between them. Ruby was snoring softly and had one pale leg flung out over the top of the dryad’s ankle, but Tamzin just smiled down at the petite redhead and carefully moved her leg to the side. Then she turned her gaze back toward me, and for a few seconds, I lost all sense of urgency.

Looking at her was like looking at a clear lake at midnight. Her dark brown skin gleamed in the low light, and her dark eyes seemed to devour my naked form so intensely that I swore it felt like she drew a little of my life force into herself just by gazing at me. But maybe that was because her coiled green hair still rippled with jade light every few seconds as it swayed back and forth atop her head like a mossy crown.

Then I remembered that she had asked me a question, and I shook my head to snap out of the spell her gaze always seemed to put me under.

“I thought I heard something. It was probably just the trees in the storm, but I want to do a lap and check on everything.”

“I’ll come with you,” Tamzin announced, and before I could argue, the beautiful dryad had slipped on a pair of shorts and a dark green tank top.

“I won’t say no to the company,” I said with a smile.

I only paused long enough to pull on my pants from where they’d fallen last night, but a shirt and shoes would have to wait. If there was someone outside who wasn’t supposed to be there, I couldn’t afford to waste any more time. With my M17 still in one hand, I twisted open the bedroom door, grabbed my hatchet with my free hand, and stepped into the next room.

My kids were completely passed out on every available surface in the dining room and kitchen. Sawsaw had claimed the table for his own tall frame, and Timber, Fetch, and Burp were all curled up like cats underneath the table. Shitter and Canigo had fallen asleep beside the stove, and my little goblin girl Athena had nestled in between them so she could use their bodies as a sort of hammock. Only Blink and Akana were missing since it was their turn to keep watch, plus Abby too, who I guessed was recharging in the pond with her mother.

I was still on edge at whatever my half-asleep brain had heard, but I still couldn’t help smiling at the sight of all my kids sleeping like logs even through the thunderstorm. They had performed better than I’d ever dreamed during our fight against the rampaging orcs, and I reminded myself to build them all their own rooms soon as a way of saying thanks for their focus and discipline.

The gobs usually preferred to sleep in their nests out back, but on rainy days like this, they really did need better accommodations.

My bare feet moved soundlessly across the floor toward the front of the house. I shifted my hatchet into the crook of my other arm so I could twist open the front door, and the force of the wind and rain took my breath away. The rain was hammering at a “fuck you” angle, so there was only a two-foot-wide strip of the covered porch that was still dry, but I only made it one step onto the dry patch before I almost jumped out of my skin.

“Where are we going, Ken Jewell?” Nika whispered loudly near my elbow.

“Shit!” I whirled toward the green-skinned goblin woman. “What the fuck, Nika? I thought you were sleeping!”

“Did you think we would not follow you?” Khara stepped out of the shadows of the house to join us on the porch like a sculpted gray statue. “If you are alert, then we are alert with you, husband.”

“Even if it means jabbing your sister-wives with your elbow in your eagerness to get out the fucking door,” Ruby groaned behind the orc warrior, and even though the petite woman looked like she was sleepwalking, she had managed to pull on clothes just like the rest of my wives.

“I did apologize, tiny dwarf.” Khara patted Ruby’s rumpled ginger hair. “But I never apologize more than once.”

“Yeah, yeah, I get that. It would mess with the whole stoic, stately, stunning, statuesque thing you’ve got going on.” Ruby rubbed her eyes and blinked until her hazel gaze focused on me. “So, who are we fighting?”

“We are not fighting anyone,” Nika answered before I could. “We are going to find Calli to continue the fun from last night!”

“Not exactly,” I chuckled. “We might not be fighting anyone, but I thought I heard something in the storm, and I wanted to check it out.”

“Then we will check on everything with you.” Nika suddenly pulled out a knife whose blade was as long as her forearm and then gave me a dazzling grin. “Lead the way, Ken Jewell!”

“It’s probably nothing,” I said as I blinked at her knife. “But I appreciate that you’re all ready for whatever happens.”

“You did not marry useless pixies who do not know the difference between glitter and the blood of one’s enemies,” Khara said proudly. “Your wives are the finest warriors of the underdark, and the Great Kharazugelphi is always ready.”

Nika licked her lips as she gazed at the tall, muscular orc woman. “The Amazing Nika is always ready, too.”

“I think you’re talking about being ready for two very different kinds of activities,” Ruby snickered.

“Not true!” my goblin wife gasped. “Fighting and fucking are very similar activities! You can fuck while you fight like Ken Jewell did when he killed the water elemental while his tool was throbbing deep inside me, or you can fight while you fuck like Ken Jewell did with Khara when she was raging with all the hormones of an orc pregnancy!”

“Glad we cleared that up.” I smirked.

Lightning flashed all along the horizon in a series of jagged, brilliant bolts that made everything around the house seem like it was lit by a strobe light. The trees past the southern wall danced in sharp, abrupt movements every time another bolt lit up the sky, and my wives all seemed to be moving around me like the pages of a cartoon flip book. Before the flashes had even died down, another boom of thunder reverberated through the whole house until even the porch seemed to tremble beneath my bare feet.

Then the same sound that had woken me up earlier repeated itself.

It was the sound of something snapping in the distance, like a huge predator clenching its jaws shut ferociously enough to tear a man’s arm off in one bite. My first thought was that the lightning had cracked and split off a tree limb south of the river, but my dryad wife must have read my mind.

“It is not the trees.” Tamzin laid her hand on my arm and sent a thrill of electricity rippling up my skin. “They are communicating to the storm, but their branches are sturdy, and none of them want to break or splinter this morning.”

I didn’t get a chance to rack my brain for what else could cause such a snapping noise in the middle of a thunderstorm. I had barely opened my mouth again before I saw the tiny gray figure of Akana sprinting across the lawn toward Calli’s pond, followed immediately by the blonde siren and our daughter halfway pulling themselves onto the banks so they could shout at us.

“Ken Jewell!” Calli cried. “The girls’ traps are exploding!”

“Sawsaw!” I thundered, but I took off running before I even checked to make sure that my oldest heard me.

My bare feet slid across the wet lawn like I was trying to skate on a slip-and-slide. There was no time to go back for my boots, though. If the girls’ traps were snapping shut, then they had to be snapping shut on something, and the only thing I could picture was that the Great Army of Molgre Dhodh had come to pay us a visit a hell of a lot earlier than Khara expected.

It might technically be daytime, but it was so dark from the storm that I wondered if the orcs would know or care.

I found my rhythm sprinting across the wet grass a few seconds later. The squelch of the lawn underneath my wives’ feet followed right behind me, and I heard Sawsaw shouting orders to the gobs as we all raced to our defensive positions. Akana had turned back around and was pumping her arms like a focused Olympian runner to return to the southeastern watchtower, and Calli and Abby had both disappeared below the surface of the pond. It was raining too heavily for them to emerge from the water even if they’d wanted to, but I knew they were already on their way to patrol the river along the border of our homestead.

Just before we all split off to our different battle stations, Blink’s mop of red hair appeared in the window of the northeastern watchtower.

“Traps in field!” the gob called over the constant rumble of thunder. “East! East!”

“Go to Battle Plan B!” I shouted. “Everybody to the east!”

I was the first one to reach the granite portion of the eastern wall. I instantly tucked my M17 into my belt so I could climb up one of our work ladders to the top of the wall, and I used the top hook of my hatchet to pull me up over the edge of the wall. I made it to the wide walkway at the same time Khara leaped to the top of the wall beside me, and one glance below showed everyone else getting into position, too.

Nika and Ruby each manned a catapult with the assistance of the littlest gobs. Sawsaw and Shitter were climbing up a ladder closer to the southeastern watchtower, and Athena was clutching onto Shitter’s back so she could join her big sister Akana where she was looking out over the eastern trees and hills. Tamzin had positioned herself behind the pulled-up drawbridge to hold it against any battering attack, and I knew it would take a small army to break the dryad’s strength.

I pulled out my gun again and prepared to use all thirty remaining bullets against our approaching enemy. My other hand tightened around the handle of my hatchet, and my fingertips brushed the buck knife still sheathed at my belt for reassurance.

But when I looked out at the rain-soaked landscape in front of us, I saw nothing.

“What the fuck?” I muttered. “I know I heard a trap snap, and if Akana saw it, too…”

I trailed off and braced myself against another gust of wind that threatened to blow us all off the top of the wall. From up here, I could see that Torrance must have gotten up in the night and covered up the most vulnerable plants in the garden with a burlap tarp, but there was no way we could have all mistaken the sound of the wind and rain on the tarp with the sound of my little girls’ bear traps snapping shut.

Lightning flashed across the sky again, and it still didn’t illuminate any orcs, humans, or even ghosts creeping across the field toward us. But when the next gust of wind blew and the lightning flashed again, I heard Shitter cry out.

“Bad wall!” my second oldest yelped. “Ouch!”

A cluster of thorny vines that served as barbed wire along the top of the wall had broken loose in the vicious wind. The thorns blew up and stabbed Shitter in the ass, right before they tumbled over the edge of the wall. The wind carried the vines forward over the trench and then straight into the row of traps that my little princesses had set up all along the edge.

The traps snapped shut where the vines brushed them, but based on how Athena had designed them, this triggered every single other trap along the edge of the trench to snap shut at the same time. The chorus of snapping sounded like a defiant response to the thunder, but at least the traps on the other side of the drawbridge seemed to be on a separate loop that stayed quiet for the moment.

The tension evaporated from my body almost as fast as it did whenever Calli gave me a massage.

There were no orcs. There were no human soldiers who had snuck close under the cover of the thunderstorm. There was only a series of bear traps that my bloodthirsty daughters had set up along the trenches and all throughout the tall grass outside, and there were only vines blown loose by the storm that had fallen into them and made them all snap shut.

“Holy shit,” I exhaled. “It’s a false alarm.”

“Are you certain?” Khara’s red eyes narrowed in concentration as she surveyed the rain-drenched grass, as if she could conjure up enemies for us if she just thought about it hard enough.

“I am,” I sighed. “If there was anything out there, wouldn’t you smell it?”

“I would,” Khara agreed.

“Well?” I asked. “You don’t smell anything, do you?”

“I smell wet grass and the faint scent of sex that still clings to us beneath our clothes,” the brunette orc replied. “But I do not smell any enemies, if that is what you mean.”

The dark gray clouds flashed again, and the streak of lightning that followed looked like it might split the sky open. We might not be under attack, but there was no defense against being turned into electrified skeletons if we stayed out here and got ourselves struck by lightning.

“Everybody, back to the house!” I shouted. “We’re not under attack!”

All my wives and children looked intensely disappointed that we weren’t about to carve open our enemies from top to toe, but when another rumble of thunder vibrated the ground, they lost their disappointment pretty quickly. I let everyone return to the house, but I grabbed Sawsaw and made a quick pit stop by the pond to wait for Calli and Abby to come back.

As soon as the two blonde sirens bobbed to the surface, I held out my arms for Calli.

“Family meeting in the house?” I smiled.

“If it means being carried anywhere by you, then yes, please.” The gorgeous blonde held her arms up to me.

I scooped her up, and the green and purple scales of her tail shimmered in every new flash of lightning. I started to carry her back to the house at the same time Sawsaw picked up his little sister and threw her over his shoulder like a sack of rice.

“Faster, Sawsaw!” Abby giggled, and like a good older brother, my goblin son promptly started galloping back toward the house.

There was still no sign of Torrance or his kids, but I figured they were enjoying some much needed R and R thanks to the storm. And since Torrance had already covered the more fragile portions of the garden at some point overnight, I knew the old farmer more than deserved to sleep in a little longer.

That would give me just enough time to talk to the girls about their traps.

Calli sighed heavily in my arms, and I smiled down at her.

“Are you as disappointed as everyone else that it was a false alarm?” I asked.

“A little,” my siren wife admitted. “But also glad since it is too wet for me to grow my legs back. I think I would have been very frustrated just waiting for our enemies to stumble into the river.”

“But you’re forgetting something very important…” I said.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“The fact that you have a whole loving family who would drive our enemies toward you until they had no other escape route left open to them.”

“Oh!” Calli’s smile was like both suns coming out from behind a cloud. “You are very good to me, Ken Jewell.”

“Not nearly good enough.” I kissed her forehead and then hurried across the last stretch of slippery grass between us and the house.

Just when I was about to carry her up the porch steps, I spotted Fetch and Burp at the corner of the house. They were going back and forth between jumping up and down and then doubling over with hysterical laughter, and I almost asked them what was so funny.

Then I saw it for myself.

They had found a giant pile of Handsome’s poop that my girls must have missed on their scooping duties earlier. He was such a giant wolf-dog that his shits looked more like cow manure than actual dog poop, and now my two youngest gob boys were taking turns jumping in the middle of the big heap of wet dog shit. Every time the poop flew in a new direction, they doubled over with laughter and started the process all over again.

“Boys!” I thundered. “If you don’t clean yourselves up and get in that house in the next two minutes, I’ll let Auntie Calli braid your hair. Hell, I might even let Abby stick some flowers in there.”

Both goblin boys stood up sharply at that threat. It was one thing for Sawsaw to let the girls thread flowers into his hair. He was the oldest, and none of the other gobs would ever say anything to him about it. But Fetch and Burp were the littlest, and I had a feeling they weren’t quite as confident as their oldest brother.

Sure enough, they both immediately began rolling around in the wet grass to try and wipe the dog shit from their green skin.

“Too bad,” Calliope sighed. “They have such pretty red hair like their mother that I would have loved braiding it.”

“Don’t worry,” I said as I kissed the top of her blonde hair. “I’m sure they’ll get in hot water again before too long, and then their hair is all yours.”

Calli just giggled as I carried her across the threshold like a new bride.

Once we were all inside, Nika pulled out some of the linens we used as towels to help Calli and Abby dry off first. Once their legs grew back and they slipped some clothes on, the rest of my family dried off as best they could. Then we all crowded around the dining table while Ruby got a fire going to warm us up.

“Well, that was one way to start the morning,” I finally announced.

“See?” Nika smiled triumphantly. “I told you there was nothing to worry about, Ken Jewell!”

“Um, when did you tell me that?” I asked. “Was that before we all took off running across the lawn or after?”

“Before!” Nika was completely unfazed by the question. “You probably couldn’t hear me over the sound of Nimble Fingers’ breasts slapping together.”

The jade-skinned woman began to clap her hands together in a steady rhythm like she was trying to imitate the clop of horse hooves, or more accurately, the sound of coconuts imitating a horse gait.

“They were distractingly loud,” Khara confirmed.

“It’s not like they were louder than the thunder,” Ruby grumbled, but her cute little cheeks still flushed with pleasure at the compliment.

“Lucky for us, there wasn’t anything to worry about this morning,” I said. “Akana did a great job of alerting Calliope when she saw the traps going off in the grass, but what about the traps that went off before that? Something woke me up, but nobody sounded the alarm until we were already out on the lawn.”

Blink’s head was sunk so low against his chest that it looked like he was about to turn into a little green turtle and make his whole head disappear.

“Blink?” I ran my fingers through my wet hair. “Anything you’d like to share?”

“Thunder like lullaby,” the gob boy sighed. “Gob got sleepy.”

Of course the thunder was like a lullaby.

My kids always turned everything I thought I knew about children right on its head, so it didn’t come as much of a shocker that my kids all snored like little angels the whole time the storm raged. Any other children would have run scared to me or their moms, but little gobs, little sirens, and little orcs were made of sterner stuff than that.

I probably should have been mad that Blink had fallen asleep on duty, but after defeating a three thousand strong human army and an orc army of ten thousand just yesterday morning, it was still impossible to feel anything but pride in my children.

“Can you think of anything you could have done differently?” I asked.

Blink’s little green face contorted like he was trying to squeeze the answer out of his ears. He had just started to droop with defeat when Athena tugged on his leg. The little gob pulled his baby sister up to sit on his lap without even thinking about it, and Athena immediately grabbed his ear and pulled it down until she could whisper something to him alone.

His face instantly brightened. “Ask for kelp!”

Athena grabbed his ear and whispered something again.

“Ohhh.” Blink nodded wisely and then looked back at me. “Ask for help, Da!”

“Yeah, buddy,” I chuckled with a playful frown at my goblin daughter for helping him with the answer. “If you get too sleepy to keep watch, you’ve gotta ask somebody else for help. There’s no shame in admitting that you need help, especially when the alternative is missing something really important, like our defensive traps getting set off.”

“Yes, Da,” Blink replied with a little salute.

“Now as far as those traps go…” I trailed off to see if any of my daughters would jump in and defend their handiwork.

“They were really beautiful, right, Daddy?” Athena gushed as she slid down from Blink’s lap and came over to scramble up beside me instead.

“Like giant, beautiful, silver teeth of death,” Abby sighed dreamily.

Akana only gave a little grunt, but I noticed her fingers were flexing like she was pretending they were the traps our enemies would get caught in.

“That’s not exactly my point,” I chuckled. “I meant that the traps went off when they shouldn’t have, so how are we going to fix that going forward?”

“But they did go off when they should have!” Abby protested. “They are supposed to snap shut whenever something lands on them and creates enough pressure! We cannot help that the storm blew the thorny vines into Athena’s amazing traps!”

“Buuut…” I paused again and waited for one of my daughters to finish my thought.

Nobody could deny that my little princesses were as brilliant as they were bloodthirsty, but it was important for all my kids to figure out what they could do better when something didn’t quite go according to plan.

Akana slammed her tiny gray fist on the table. She grunted once, tightened her fingers into a ball, and then waited a few seconds before she tightened her other hand into a fist. Then she looked at me for approval.

“Akana is right,” Athena said with such a firm nod that her red ringlets all bounced against each other. “I thought linking all the traps together would be a great way to catch a group of enemies, but next time, I will keep them all set up individually. Then it will not trigger the whole wave of traps to go off when there is nothing there.”

“Probably a good call,” I agreed. “I love the traps, girls. But maybe let’s work on fine-tuning. We could change the mechanism so more weight is required to trigger them. Then a stray branch or wind-tossed vine won’t accidentally set them off.”

“Okay, Daddy!” Athena said. “I’m only sorry that the traps didn’t get to work on any of our enemies! I wanted to see if they would really cut down to the bone, or if they wouldn’t make it past the first layer of muscle.”

“I’m sure you’ll get a chance to find out sooner or later,” I assured her. “I realize I might be the only one who thinks this, but personally, I’m pretty glad it was only the storm that set off the traps instead of our enemies.”

“As much as I hate to disagree with you, I am afraid that I cannot share your opinion on this,” Tamzin said. “I was looking forward to eliminating more human soldiers, even if it was unlikely for the duke to send anyone after us so quickly.”

“You mean because he ran away with his fucking tail between his legs?” Ruby snorted. “Or because we got the orcs to destroy basically his entire fucking army?”

“Both?” Tamzin smiled.

“Sawsaw wanted orcs,” my oldest son said with a shrug. “Fierce fighters. Fierce victory.”

“The orcs definitely make you work for victory, that’s for sure,” I agreed.

“It is far too early for any more orcs to be hunting us,” Khara countered. “There will be much discussion about tactics, many piercing and purification rituals, and possibly even new alliances formed between the four remaining tribes. None of this will be swift, husband.”

“I don’t think it’s just the orcs that we’ll have a breather from,” Ruby announced. “Not in terms of underdark creatures, anyway.”

“Oh, do you think it will be like the time the bugbears and the minotaurs almost collapsed half of the underdark?” Nika gasped with a little excited clap of her hands. “This will make the underdark very boring, but now we will be able to focus all our efforts on the evil duke!”

“Uh, could somebody maybe fill me in?” I asked.

“Once, many years ago,” Calli began, and the musical tone of her voice made me feel like she was massaging me with her words alone. “There was a terrible war between bugbears and minotaurs. They pitted everything they had against each other, and when the claws and hooves and horns all settled down, many tunnels in the underdark had been destroyed in their battles.”

“Half the underdark!” Nika whispered loudly.

“Maybe not half,” Calli laughed. “But more than a few tunnels, anyway. But what is most important is that after it was over, all of the other creatures in the underdark stayed hidden or quiet, at least for a while, because the war had caused such a stir. They were all afraid that they would be caught by one side or the other, and they only crept around on sneaks instead of full-on fights with each other.”

“Exactly,” Ruby said with a nod. “So, the orcs and humans just had an epic fucking battle, right? And then Clan Jewell personally finished off the orcs. All ten fucking thousand of them. You can’t tell me that’s not gonna cause a fucking ruckus in the underdark.”

“Exactly the kind of ruckus that should make the underdark quiet,” Tamzin agreed.

“For how long?” I asked.

“Maybe a whole day,” Nika sighed. “Or two! Maybe two whole days.”

“Three, if we’re super fucking lucky,” Ruby added.

I loved that for these monster women, one, two, or even three days was an eternity when it came to peace in the underdark. But if they were right, then I had a few ideas of how I wanted to pass the time until things returned to their normal spine-ripping, chest-splitting, limb-tearing chaos.

“If things are going to be as quiet as you say they are,” I said, “I should really take advantage of that.”

Nika’s hand shot into the air. “I have something you can take advantage of! But I cannot promise to be quiet about it!”

I followed her suggestive gaze down to where she had somehow already managed to unfasten the top button of her shorts. I immediately spluttered and shook my head before any of my kids could figure out what she was talking about.

“What I meant was that I’d like to go on an underdark grocery run,” I said quickly. “We all need things that we can only get down there, so I might as well go restock some of our supplies now while things are pretty settled.”

“What about the duke?” Tamzin asked.

“Trust me, I know we’ll have to deal with him soon,” I said. “He escaped us for now, even if we did destroy his whole army in the process, but we won’t let him get away for long.”

“Does that mean we’re going hunting?” Khara’s fangs gleamed in the firelight, and she leaned forward so eagerly that her wet hair sent a spray of droplets in every direction.

“Careful, dearest!” Calli giggled as she snatched her bare legs out of the way just before the orc warrior’s hair could drip on them. “If you wanted to see me without my top on, you could just ask instead of trying to turn me back into my siren form.”

“I will make a note of that for next time,” Khara said with a nod, as if this was what she’d intended all along.

“Duke?” Sawsaw reminded us.

“Right, the duke,” I sighed. “As far as we know, he headed to Grimford after he lost his castle. I’m not sure exactly how far away that is from Hamstead, but Penelope’s best guess was half a day or maybe a full day’s ride away. That certainly means he’s there by now, but he still won’t be able to march south with the royal soldiers until he gets permission from the king.”

“But you will not give him permission.” Nika shook her head. “No, no, no. Bad men should not do bad things if they want to stay on their king’s good side.”

“Uh, babe?” I smirked. “I hate to be the one to break this to you, but I’m not actually the king.”

“Oh, yes, you are!” Nika argued. “You are the rightful General Sergeant Captain King Ken Jewell, and anyone who doesn’t recognize your authority is a rebel and needs to be eliminated. So, the duke is a rebel, the human who calls himself a king is a rebel, and all the villagers are rebels. If they bow before you soon enough, maybe we can spare a few of them to be our servants.”

“But not the duke,” Tamzin clarified with a warning tone simmering in her low voice. “The duke must die, no matter what.”

“His body should be displayed for everyone to see,” Khara said with a nod. “We could pull his brains out through his nose, for example.”

“And then throw his brains into the stables for the horses to trample,” Tamzin added.

“And then stick his head on a pole,” Khara said as a little pool of drool formed in the corner of her charcoal lips.

“And string his body up like a scarecrow.” Tamzin leaned forward as eagerly as Khara now.

“And pull out his guts so they form a puddle around his feet,” Khara said.

“And stuff him with straw and then light him on fire,” Tamzin growled. “The same way he planned to let me burn.”

“And then cut off his penis!” Khara’s black claws gripped the table in excitement like she planned to shred the wood instead of Duke Bellfrey.

“No wait, we should do that first.” Tamzin frowned. “Then the brains and the guts and the fire.”

“I consent to this amendment of our plan,” Khara said as she relaxed her grip on the table.

“Nobody’s cutting anybody’s dick off,” I chuckled before the two ferocious women could get any more carried away. “I’ll kill him, and he’ll be just as dead whether or not his dick is still attached to his body. And Nika, I appreciate your vote of confidence about me being king, but you know I’m not actually the king of either the surface world or the underdark yet. I’m king of Clan Jewell, and that’s good enough for me.”

Ruby suddenly blew her nose loudly. “That’s… so… nice!”

The petite woman had to stop between each word to draw in another shaky little inhale, and I immediately looked at her with concern.

“Ruby, are you crying?” I demanded.

“Oh, I’m… fucking… fine!” Ruby waved her hands right before she wiped her cheeks. “Just… a little… hormonal.”

“I agree.” Calliope reached across the table so she could clasp Ruby’s hand. “It is very emotional to think about what an amazing king Ken Jewell is. Just wait until you see what an amazing father he will be to the little dwarf you are growing!”

Ruby’s petite body dissolved into sobs.

My siren wife squeezed the small redhead’s fingers, but Khara leaned forward until she was only inches from Ruby’s face. Then every time another tear started to roll down the dwarf’s face, Khara’s fingers flicked out to wipe it away before it could even cross over Ruby’s cheekbones.

“I have held back your hair before, tiny dwarf,” Khara said. “I will hold back your tears now.”

Ruby started crying even harder now, even if she did curse about it the whole time, but Khara kept her promise and continued trying to wipe away each new tear.

“I don’t know how far away the king is from Grimford, but I imagine it’ll take a few days to get there and back,” I said to try and distract Ruby. “That’s my best guess anyway, since whenever I’ve heard villagers mention him before, it never sounds like he lives close.”

“Sooo, how will you kill him?” Nika whispered.

“And perhaps even more importantly, when will you kill him?” Calli asked.

“I think Khara and Tamzin made excellent points about how it would be best to punish this evil duke for standing in the way of the beautiful love story you share with the duchess,” Nika continued.

“Uh, what beautiful love story?” I cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t get me wrong, I’d like to find out what happened to her and if she’s safe, but I only met her once, so I highly doubt Safia is in love with me.”

“Safia!” Nika sighed the duchess’ name like she was savoring the icing on one of Matilda’s many baked creations.

“You’ll find her,” Ruby said, and I was relieved to see that the redhead had recovered herself for the moment. “I’d be surprised if she doesn’t come fucking looking for you herself, given what Sawsaw said.”

“And what exactly did Sawsaw say?” I raised my eyebrows at my oldest son.

“Da and duchess chummy,” the goblin boy said with a sheepish grin. “Kissy eyes.”

“I think your imagination might be running away with you,” I chuckled. “I don’t know about any of that.”

“Sawsaw saw wha’ Sawsaw saw, Da.” My oldest shrugged.

I decided to refocus the conversation before we got any more off-track than we already were. I wanted to take advantage of the quiet in the underdark, but I also didn’t want to think too much about the duchess while there was nothing I could do for her at this exact moment. Even if it was hard to stop thinking about the warmth of her caramel skin or the guarded curiosity in her dark eyes or the cold fury that she used to speak to the guards who acted as her jailors.

I would go to Hamstead soon and see if I heard any gossip about the duke’s escaped wife, but I figured I should at least let the panic of the orc attack die down for longer than a day before I returned to the scene of the crime.

“I’ll tell you what.” I pinched the bridge of my nose and let out an exhale. “I’ll go into the underdark today to stock up on everybody’s pregnancy cravings and monster baby necessities, and when I get back, we’ll figure out a solid plan to deal with the duke. He won’t be able to get reinforcements before then anyway, and even when he does, I doubt he knows where we are.”

“I would take some swarmslugs, Ken Jewell!” Nika said as she laid a hand on her stomach. “The baby has really been craving them.”

“Already?” I grinned. “It’s been less than a day since you got pregnant.”

“He is very certain about what he wants.” Nika patted her belly. “Oh, and he would also like some cratini eyeballs!”

“That’s a new one,” I muttered.

“Cratini are just little fish,” Calli laughed. “Nothing too crazy.”

“Would you mind also finding me some burrowing ants?” Tamzin asked hesitantly. “They can usually be found under rocks that are hidden by ferns, and these ferns only grow beside underdark ponds or lakes.”

“Sure,” I agreed. “You missing some food from back home?”

“Yes, it is the strangest thing,” the dryad explained. “I haven’t had burrowing ants in years and years, but now all I can think about is crunching their bodies between my teeth… I kept dreaming about them last night, and it was all I could do yesterday to eat anything else.”

“Tamzin!” Calli gasped. “Do you know what this means?”

“No?” My dryad wife looked confused.

“It means you’re pregnant!” Nika blurted.

“I’m pregnant?” Tamzin whispered as glimmers of green light began to flicker in the thick kinks of her hair.

“You’re pregnant?” I repeated.

“Oh, Ken Jewell!” Tamzin’s eyes were shining. “I’m pregnant!”
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Chapter 2

I was out of my chair in under a second, and Tamzin was in my arms with her legs locked around my middle and her tongue delving into my mouth. I could taste the salty tears sliding down her cheeks, but they only made this moment even more beautiful than it already was.

For the first time that anybody could remember, there was going to be a dryad baby, and it was going to be mine.

I kissed her again and only pulled away when my little girls accidentally bumped into the back of my knees and almost made me buckle. Abby, Akana, and Athena were all dancing in circles around the dining table as they cheered and celebrated the announcement of another sibling on the way. Although, Abby and Athena were really the only ones dancing, since Akana seemed to prefer simply walking rhythmically in a line behind her two sisters.

I set Tamzin down and pulled out her seat for her. Nika brought her some fresh water, Khara got her an extra cushion for her chair, Ruby kissed her cheek, and Calli started to massage her shoulders. It filled my heart with pride and love to see the rest of my family reacting with such joy to Tamzin’s announcement, and I knew without a doubt that I would have gone on a hundred different underdark raids if that was what it took to get my women everything they ever had a craving for.

“I can’t believe it,” Tamzin said with a shaky laugh. “I didn’t even realize I was pregnant until you all said something about my cravings. And I certainly have no idea what to expect in my pregnancy! How long it lasts, what I’ll need, what happens when I give birth. I feel perfectly clueless.”

“Not clueless,” I said and squeezed her hands. “Just perfect.”

“And our husband will make sure you are perfectly provided for,” Khara assured the dryad. “If he can handle an unpredictable and rampaging pregnant orc like myself, then I have no doubt he is well-equipped to fulfill whatever pregnant dryad needs consist of.”

“Try not to be too concerned about what you do and don’t know,” Calliope told her. “I didn’t think I knew very much about siren pregnancies, but as soon as I became pregnant with Aberdeen, it felt like everything just clicked into place. My instincts completely took over.”

“I hope that happens for me,” Tamzin said with a contented sigh.

“Do not worry, it will,” Nika said with complete confidence. “You will love being pregnant, and you will know what to do when the time is right. You will like it. You will see.”

“Don’t worry, babe,” I said. “You’re going to have the best, healthiest, happiest, and most well-supplied pregnancy that I can offer you. I’ll make sure of it.”

“This little dryad is going to be the luckiest dryad in the world,” Tamzin whispered as she laid a hand on her stomach. “She will have the most incredible siblings and aunts, and she will have the bravest, handsomest, and most generous father in the entire world.”

“And tallest,” Nika whispered.

“Oh, yes, and the tallest!” Tamzin smiled.

“Can this tall husband of yours get you anything else when I go to the underdark today?” I smirked.

“Hmm…” The dryad shook her head. “I can’t think of anything other than burrowing ants.”

“Then I’ll make sure you have enough to eat them to your heart’s content,” I said. “Sawsaw, anything else I should add to the list?”

“Mana mushrooms,” Sawsaw said. “Gobs need more.”

“Got it,” I said. “What else?”

Akana clasped both hands together and then made a noise like an explosion as she spread her fingers wide again.

“Akana says we need more crystals for blowing things up!” Abby translated.

“We did use a lot of crystal powder in our bombs against the orcs,” I agreed. “I can get some more. I’d like to get a red crystal for my flashlight if I can, but I would also like a backup replacement blue crystal, too.”

“Could I add something to your list?” Calli asked shyly.

“You know you don’t have to ask, sweetheart,” I said. “What do you need? Some kind of kelp?”

“No, I will not need kelp until later,” the blonde siren replied. “I have less than two months to go before the egg is ready to plant in my pond, and I will only need the kelp when that time gets a little closer.”

“Do you want some cratini for yourself?” Nika asked. “I only want the eyeballs, so you are welcome to eat the rest of the fish yourself!”

“Thank you, love.” Calli smiled at the other woman. “But I am actually craving sand.”

“Sand?” I repeated.

“Swirling sand,” the siren added, as if that would explain everything.

“I’m gonna need a little more help,” I chuckled.

“It dissolves into a delicious juice when you mix it in hot water,” Calliope said. “But it is a little tricky to get. You can only find it on the shoreline of large underdark lakes, but the lakes have to be in caverns where pink moss grows. Then you just have to dig up the first few inches of regular sand at the edge of the lake until you find the swirling sand underneath it.”

“How will I know the difference between sand and swirling sand?” I asked.

“Swirling sand swirls, silly,” Nika giggled.

“She is right,” Calli said. “It swirls with rainbow light, and you have to scoop it up very fast, or it will retreat further into the ground, and you will have to dig up more regular sand to find it again.”

“I guess that’s easy enough compared to what it could be,” I said. “Any other requests from anyone?”

“I regret that I am not pregnant yet,” Khara said. “But in two weeks, my body will be ready again, Ken Jewell. Then I am sure to have many cravings, mostly for blood, and we will give Akanateela the most ferocious baby sibling she could ever ask for.”

Akana draped her arm over Athena’s shoulders with a little pout of her fangs.

“Excuse me,” Khara said with a smile. “I meant the most ferocious baby orc sibling that she could ever ask for, since the littlest gob is perfectly ferocious in her own right.”

“Wow!” Athena’s hands flew to her little green cheeks. “Your approval means everything, Auntie Khara!”

“So mana mushrooms, crystals, swirling sand, swarmslugs, cratini eyeballs, and burrowing ants,” I said. “Anything else I’m missing?”

“Basilisk ribs,” Ruby said. “Young basilisk ribs, specifically.”

“Baby basilisks or young basilisks?” I asked.

The petite redhead cocked her head to the side like she was trying to listen to what our baby wanted, and then she finally nodded. “Either one is totally fine. Just no full-grown basilisks. Their meat is too fucking tough.”

“You could always soften it with your tears,” Khara suggested.

I thought Ruby might reply with something snarky, but the red-headed dwarf just grabbed Khara’s forearm and gave her a teary smile instead.

“You are so fucking thoughtful!” Ruby said before she drew in another shaky breath.

Khara just patted the small woman’s hand until she pulled herself together again.

“Hey, at least I’m over halfway into this pregnancy!” Ruby said. “Now the thought of raw meat only makes me weepy instead of pukey.”

“You’re doing fantastic,” I told the petite redhead. “And I can’t wait to meet the little guy.”

“Or girl!” Ruby said. “Either one is good with me.”

“As long as it’s healthy, that’s all I care about,” I said. “If the baby wants young basilisk ribs, then I’ll make damn sure you get them.”

Akana raised her hand and cleared her throat.

“Akana would like to know if she can come with you to help get all of these things for her aunties!” Abby announced. “And Athena and I would also like to come.”

“Sawsaw come and watch girls,” my oldest son volunteered.

I crossed my arms and considered this for a moment.

I had initially intended to have the girls reset and rework all the traps today instead of coming with me on my grocery run, but now that they were all looking at me with such hope in their bloodthirsty little eyes, I figured I could just get them to do it later.

Quality time was so important for little monster kids, and these youngest months were fleeting.

Extremely fleeting, actually. It was mind-boggling how fucking fast my kids advanced from the moment they left the womb. And even though I knew more and more would just keep coming, I didn’t want to miss out on a single moment with my murdery little girls.

“Works for me.” I nodded. “Abby, Akana, and Athena will come with Sawsaw and me.”

“Shitter no come?” my second oldest asked.

“Actually, I have an important job for you boys,” I said with a glance out the window. “I need you to start work on the wall again just as soon as this storm clears. The family’s defenses are in your hands, and it looks like the worst is past us, so I’m sure the suns will be out soon.”

“Important work.” Sawsaw nodded. “Need gobs on it.”

“And don’t worry,” Ruby told the gob boys. “I’ll make sure you have so much to do that you won’t even have time to fucking think about going to the underdark.”

“And with Sawsaw gone, it’ll be up to you to keep your brothers in line,” Nika said firmly.

“Gahh!” Shitter groaned, but I could tell his chest puffed up a bit with the responsibility of being the oldest gob at home.

The other gobs even sat up a little straighter now that they knew how important Sawsaw considered this work to be, and I grinned with pride.

My sons really were getting the hang of things around here lately. I knew a lot of the improvements had to do with Nika’s intense disciplining, but a little of it had to do with how consistently I got out there and showed them how it was done.

All those hours spent building the walls had really helped them appreciate why we do what we do on the homestead. Every drop of sweat we shed together made their toothy grins a little wider as I praised their hard work and strength, and I looked forward to getting out there with them again soon, probably with Sawsaw as well, for some good old-fashioned bonding time.

“You might not be craving anything,” I said as I turned to Khara. “But I imagine you’re still craving a good hunt. And since the other orc tribes are nowhere in sight, it should be safe enough for your scent to spread around the underdark. How about it? You want to come on an underdark grocery run with the kids and me?”

“I will sharpen my claws.” Khara immediately jumped up, strode over to the doorframe between rooms, and began to scratch her black nails along the wood like a cat.

“I guess that answers that question,” I chuckled.

By the time we ate breakfast, the thunderstorm had completely passed. The first sun shone as brightly as it could on its own, but it wouldn’t be long before the second sun rose to join it, and then the Holy Twins would make short work of drying out everything around the homestead.

Before I left, I checked on the garden with Torrance to make sure none of the plants had been damaged by the storm. The storm had stopped, so all the livestock could leave the barn and graze now, and the limestone kiln could get up and running again, too. Torrance said summer thunderstorms were some of the hardest to predict since we were so close to Mer Bay, but he could usually smell it on the wind about thirty minutes out, and that was just enough time to take care of anything that needed doing in terms of vegetables, livestock, or even wood we were trying to cure.

I didn’t mind the storms, though. It was just another part of living off the land, and if it took a few good soaking storms to keep this world looking like the paradise that it was, that was fine by me. I had great land, a great friend in Torrance, and a better family than I’d ever imagined for myself.

And if getting a little swirling sand and some burrowing ants would help keep them happy, then it was my fucking honor to do it.

When Charlie brought us to our usual entrance to the underdark, the black horse stopped right on cue and looked over his shoulder expectantly for the apples I usually provided. I tossed him a few to munch on so he wouldn’t get bored, and then I stretched before hopping down from the wagon.

The second sun had just come up over the eastern horizon, and the sky was flooded with pinks and golds. The twilight hours of the morning would disappear completely in the next few minutes as both suns washed the world in a flood of light, but I enjoyed the brilliant colors while they lasted. Of course, I also enjoyed thinking about every last asshole in the underdark being stuck inside their caves, while my wives and I soaked up every ray of sunshine that we could.

“Da ready?” Sawsaw asked as he patted Charlie on the shoulder.

“The suns will still be here when we get back,” I said with a nod. “Let’s do it.”

Abby dutifully grabbed both her little sisters’ hands and marched into the underdark before I could. Sawsaw immediately darted in front of the ferocious trio to lead the way instead, and Khara turned to smile at me.

“I look forward to a day of hunting with you, husband,” the orc warrior purred in my ear. “Although, the sight of your children charging into the underdark makes me even more impatient for your warm seed to fill me and make me pregnant again.”

“Trust me, me, too,” I groaned as her tongue tickled my earlobe. “Only two more weeks until you’re fertile, though. We’ll just have to keep busy to pass the time until then.”

“I can think of a few ways we could pass the time.” Khara’s fangs bit lightly along the edge of my ear, and her chest started to vibrate with a deep growl.

“What should we get first?” Athena called from inside the cave entrance.

I jumped at the reminder that four of my kids were just ahead of us. Khara and I hurried after them into the underdark, where Sawsaw greeted me with his arms crossed over his broad chest and a half-frown on his face.

“Littlest gob has question,” he said with a slight glare at both me and Khara for getting distracted so early into our mission.

“If the cratini, the burrowing ants, and the swirling sand are all found at lakes, we can get them around the same time,” Athena said with a prim little nod. “But should we get the crystals and the baby basilisks first? Or head straight to a lake? Or should we go ahead and get mana mushrooms before anything else?”

When my little redheaded princess rattled off the list, it felt like we were grocery shopping before a hurricane hit town. I sure as hell hoped we weren’t in for a hurricane of human soldiers, orc warriors, or anything in between, but at least after today, my wives should be pretty stocked as far as pregnancy cravings were concerned. Plus, it would be nice to have some general refills of the stock we’d run low on that we used damn near every day, like crystals and mushrooms.

“We can pick up some basilisks on the way out,” I said. “That way, we’re not hauling a bunch of fresh meat all around the underdark for anyone to sniff and come after us.”

“But how else will we get them to follow us into the suns’ light?” Athena tugged on one of her candy-red ringlets.

“Um, we don’t?” I replied. “Why would we want that?”

“Silly Daddy!” Abby giggled. “Because Athena would very much like to see someone from the underdark burst into flames in the suns, of course.”

“For research!” my goblin daughter added as she twirled the ringlet around her finger.

“Riiight,” I chuckled. “For research. How about we save that research for another day? The underdark will probably be pretty quiet today anyway, so I don’t imagine it will be teeming with creatures we can lure back to the surface.”

“Okay,” Athena sighed as her mouth pinched into the saddest pout, and even Akana huffed in disappointment beside her.

Damn it.

“Look… If we happen to run into anyone we can lead back out without putting ourselves in too much danger, then fine,” I groaned. “But nobody goes out of their way to find somebody.”

“Got that, girls?” Abby looked at both her little sisters like a strict schoolteacher.

“I’m mostly talking about you, princess,” I told my siren daughter.

“Don’t worry, Daddy!” Abby giggled again. “I will be the best example for my little sisters today.”

She grabbed their hands and took off running deeper into the underdark, and Sawsaw immediately sprinted after them. Khara and I set off at an easier pace, but our legs were much longer than our daughters’ so it wasn’t hard to keep up with them.

First, we headed toward one of the underdark lakes that was supposed to be home to the cratini fish whose eyeballs Nika was craving. On the way, we harvested mana mushrooms every time we found a patch, but I was careful not to take all the mushrooms from one area. Since they were scattered all over the underdark, they were always easy enough to resupply, but I wanted to make sure that each patch continued to produce more.

When we found swarmslugs chowing down on one patch of mana mushrooms, I quickly pierced their brains with my buck knife. It was the quickest way to kill them while still keeping their bodies intact, and Nika had given birth to enough children by now that I knew a pregnant goblin found intact swarmslug bodies to be infinitely preferable to dismembered ones.

After we finished stuffing one of our empty sacks with juicy swarmslugs, we found the translucent cratini fish in a deep lake. They were so pale that they looked like ghost fish in the dark water, but other than a wicked stinger on their tails that we had to avoid, they weren’t too difficult to catch with a net. We pierced their brains the same way I’d pierced the swarmslugs’, and I paid extra attention so I wouldn’t squish any of their eyeballs in the process.

Then we continued deeper into the underdark down a side tunnel that I’d never been down before. Khara was certain she had seen pink moss in a cavern this way, and since that was apparently the only way to find Calliope’s swirling sand, this was our best option.

Every time we turned another corner, I expected to come face to face with a troop of kobolds or a pack of hungry werewolves. Hell, I wouldn’t have been surprised if goblins or cave trolls were out running wild. The balance of power had shifted in the underdark when we eliminated the armies of three massive orc tribes, but to nobody’s surprise, it turned out that my wives were right.

Things really were quiet in the underdark today.

“I don’t understand why everybody down here doesn’t take advantage of so many orcs being dead,” I said as we climbed along the edge of a cavern whose floor was covered in flesh-eating beetles. “Wouldn’t that make everyone more likely to come out since there’s such a big power vacuum now?”

“You are forgetting one important thing, husband,” Khara replied. “Everyone in the underdark does not understand precisely what happened. They only know that an army of ten thousand orcs led an assault on the humans and that the warriors all belonged to three different tribes. Their war cries must have echoed for hours through the tunnels of the underdark, and now everyone is waiting to hear them return home before they know it is safe to emerge again.”

“Except they will never return home ever again,” Abby finished, and her tone sounded like she was reading the last page of a bedtime story to her sisters.

Akana gave a low chuckle, and even Sawsaw smirked at the memory of the thousands of orcs who had died in battle with the duke. Some in the light of the suns, some in our exploding bombs, plenty in our maze of traps, and even hundreds more in the all-out melee that had followed.

“I hadn’t thought about it like that,” I said. “I guess I’d stay hidden too, if I thought a massive orc army might be sweeping back through the underdark at any moment.”

“Ha!” Khara’s laugh sounded more like a growl. “That was an excellent joke, husband.”

“It wasn’t really meant to be a--”

“Auntie Khara is right,” Athena said as she hopped down from the edge of the cavern wall and then waited until I joined her so she could grab my hand. “You would never stay hidden if there were evil orcs who wanted to hurt our family. You would lead the charge against them and make them all pay.”

“Don’t ever doubt it.” I squeezed the little redhead’s hand. “Everybody good? Check your boots to make sure none of the flesh-eating beetles are trying to hitch a ride.”

After everyone examined themselves to make sure we were in the clear, we continued on down the next sloping tunnel. This one was filled with thick spiderwebs that hung down like garlands from the ceiling. They even stretched from one wall to the other in some places, and a few small, bodies wrapped in spider silk were littered along the edges of the cavern, where they seemed to have been abandoned.

Khara assured me that the age of the spiderwebs plus the age of decay on the bodies meant whatever had spun them was long gone, but I didn’t want to meet the creature who could spin something so thick or big. I couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief when we came to the next fork in the tunnel and we were able to leave the cobwebs behind us.

We kept going for what must have been at least three hours before a soft pink glow appeared in the tunnel up ahead. Since pink wasn’t exactly the most common color in the underdark, that could only mean one of two things: the upcoming tunnel would either be filled with some kind of underdark pink fairy dust, or it would be filled with the pink moss that would lead us to Calliope’s swirling sand.

For the sake of my siren daughter, I almost hoped it was pink fairy dust.

But when we emerged into the next cavern, there were no fairies in sight. Instead, there was a wide, clear blue lake in front of us, almost the same color as the waters of the Caribbean. I guessed there must be a hell of a lot of crystals under the water to make it that color, especially since there weren’t many crystals to light our path in the rest of the cavern. They seemed to all be in the lake itself, so the glowing waters served as our only real light source in the chamber.

At least it was bright enough to see the pink moss that grew all along the edges of the lake. It was thick and dense like a woven carpet, and I swore there were repeating geometric patterns in the moss as if it was an actual Persian rug. About a foot of shoreline stood empty between the carpet of moss and the lake. It looked like ordinary enough sand to me, but Calli had said I just needed to dig until I found the swirling rainbow stuff, and that was exactly what I planned to do.

“Everybody pick a different spot and start digging,” I announced. “But I want you three girls to stay together.”

“But we haven’t even run into a werewolf!” Abby protested. “The underdark is so quiet today that I am sure we wouldn’t run into anything even if we started singing at the top of our lungs.”

“Don’t get any ideas, pumpkin,” I chuckled. “I’d like to keep things this quiet for as long as possible. Unless you’d rather go back up to the surface and wait for us there with Charlie?”

Abby immediately spun on her heel and skipped toward the crystal blue lake waters.

“Oh, wow,” she called over her shoulder. “There’s so much sand to dig through, I don’t even know where I will get started!”

Akana and Athena tumbled through the moss after her, and I smiled to see all three girls throwing themselves into the task so enthusiastically. Even if it was to avoid getting sent back to the surface, where they would be able to do nothing but braid Charlie’s mane and tail while they waited.

Sawsaw would have gone with them of course, since I sure as shit wouldn’t have sent them back alone. I didn’t imagine my three cute little troublemakers would be able to resist straying from the path and getting themselves in a scrape. Just because I was sure that they’d be able to get right back out of trouble, it didn’t mean I was eager to test out that theory when no one else was around.

But for once, Abby didn’t defy me. Her curiosity about the swirling sand and the burrowing ants must have gotten the better of her eagerness for a fight. Then again, maybe she was just biding her time until we hunted down young basilisks for Ruby. That should offer plenty of terror and bloodshed for my siren daughter, but she would only get to enjoy it if she followed my commands down here.

“I will start there,” Khara said as she pointed to a bare patch of sand.

Khara’s muscular legs crossed the wide patch of pink moss in one terrific leap. Once she and the girls were all set up digging in their own patches of sand, Sawsaw got started a few yards away from them, and I knelt down a few yards away from my son.

I sank my hands into the top layer of sand. It was pale and cool to the touch, and it was smoother than the texture of most sandy beaches back on Earth. My hands slipped deeper into the sand without any effort, and for a moment, I was so distracted by how good and soft it felt against the calluses on my palms that I almost forgot what we were doing here. The lake waters were gently stirring in an underdark breeze, the pink moss was swaying back and forth as if it was rocking to a silent lullaby, and the sand kept pulling me deeper and deeper.

When my arms were submerged up to my elbows, I felt a brief panic that I was missing something important, but then the sand softly caressed my skin. It pulled me in a little deeper, and I wasn’t sure why I’d ever been so worried. Even my eyelids started to grow heavy. If I could just lay my head down on the smooth sand, I knew I would have the best sleep of my life, and then I could get back up and do whatever the hell I’d thought was so important.

Or maybe I would just stay here forever.

It didn’t matter.

Did it?

The moment my chin hit the sand, someone started singing.

The voice was high and clear, and as it sang out one note after another, it sounded like the constant ringing of a bell. Each new ringing note seemed to vibrate through my whole body. My chest started to vibrate first, then my legs and arms. When the clear notes finally started to penetrate my skull, it was like someone had banged me over the head with a fucking gong, and the reality of my situation came crashing over me.

My arms were completely buried in the pale, soft sand.

My legs had started to sink into the smooth grains too, and I had to spit out a mouthful of the stuff as I realized that something or someone had been lulling me to sleep.

I ripped my limbs free, staggered back onto my heels, and glanced behind me to check on my family. Khara had just pulled herself free from the sand, and Sawsaw spluttered and scrambled back onto the pink moss. Akana and Athena were pulling each other out of the sand, but my little Abby was standing on a boulder and singing the high, clear song that had woken us all back up in the first place.

My chest swelled with pride, even if my heart did also clench with fear at what would have happened if the little siren hadn’t started singing.

As soon as we were all free of the sand, Abby hopped down from the boulder casually, like she hadn’t just saved all our lives. She grabbed Akana and Athena by the hands, led them away, and deposited them in the middle of a particularly thick patch of pink moss. Once they’d both plopped down on their asses, Abby turned to me, Khara, and Sawsaw.

“Mama must have forgotten,” Abby giggled. “Get it? Forgotten? Because-- oh wait, that won’t make sense to you yet! Swirling sand makes you forget!”

“Sawsaw’s head hurts,” my goblin son muttered.

“What just happened, sweetie?” I asked in utter bewilderment.

“Swirling sand swirls your brain,” Abby explained with a little shrug. “Mama forgets because it doesn’t affect sirens, but swirling sand likes to play tricks on your mind and call to you through the regular sand. It calls you and pulls you down, and then you go down, down, down until you choke to death on the swirling sand, and then it swirls all around you until it rubs the flesh right off your bones!”

“Holy shit!” I jumped back from the sand onto the pink moss.

“It does seem like an… important detail for Calliope to forget.” Khara frowned, and even the fearless orc warrior took a few steps back from the sand so she could stand on the pink moss, too.

“Da,” Sawsaw whispered, and I followed his gaze to the edge of the lake.

Bleached bones lay on the strip of sand just next to the clear water, even though I would have sworn on my life that there was nothing there a few minutes ago. A few skulls and finger bones poked up out of different patches of pink moss now too, and I wondered how many creatures had simply fallen asleep here and then had their flesh literally stripped from their bodies.

“It’s okay!” Abby chirped as she played with her blonde braids. “Lucky for you, I came with you today. You’re welcome!”

I wanted to tell her it was lucky that I hadn’t sent her back to the surface, but then I realized there was still an important piece of information missing.

“Abby,” I said sternly. “You did an outstanding job saving our asses just now, but I’ve got one question: How did you know about the swirling sand?”

“Mama told me to make sure we were careful when we--” The little blonde stopped mid-sentence when she realized that she’d walked right into that one.

“So your mother didn’t forget,” I clarified. “She warned you about the swirling sand?”

Abby nodded, and I forced myself to keep my stern expression in spite of the puppy-dog look in her wide brown eyes.

“But you didn’t want to share that warning with the rest of us?” I raised my eyebrows. “That was really dangerous. We could have gotten hurt. Your little sisters could have gotten hurt. Sawsaw could have gotten hurt.”

This last part seemed to cut right through the little siren’s heart, and her lower lip began to tremble.

“I’m so sorry, Daddy!” Abby flung her arms around my leg. “I planned to start singing right away after I had just a little bit of fun watching you all get sleepy, but then the swirling sand started to make me sleepy, too.”

“Abby half-Da,” Sawsaw pointed out.

“Sawsaw is right.” I laid my hand on top of her honey-blonde hair. “You’re half-human, not just half-siren. That must be why it affected you a little, but not as much as the rest of us.”

“As soon as I figured it out, I started singing as loudly and clearly as possible,” Abby said from where her voice was only slightly muffled by my pant leg, and it almost sounded like she was crying.

“Gobs do worse.” Sawsaw frowned and looked like he was wrestling with himself not to just scoop Abby up and tell her everything was okay.

I could certainly relate.

“This place would be a great trap, Daddy,” Athena giggled as she skipped over hand in hand with my little goth orc princess. “If you mark it on your underdark map, we could use it as an escape route if we are ever trying to get away from things down here.”

Akana grunted in agreement. She pretended to break a stick over her leg and then cupped her hands together and blew, and I realized she was imitating a bone breaking and then turning to dust.

The evil chuckle she gave afterward was also a helpful giveaway.

“You should not be too harsh with her, husband,” Khara said quietly. “Aberdeen was only doing what sirens do best, pushing boundaries and testing out new methods of killing.”

I didn’t think I could ever be really harsh with Abby, not even if I wanted to be. She was my little princess, and I knew she loved her family more than anything in the world. She’d made a slight miscalculation, but the gob boys had done plenty of worse things before, and we’d all lived to tell about it.

“It’s alright, sweetie,” I finally sighed. “It’s all about learning from our mistakes, right? And now you know that even half-sirens have to be a little more careful around swirling sand. I’m not mad, princess.”

“Oh, good!” Abby immediately released her grip on my leg, and I saw that her camo makeup wasn’t even kind of smudged with tears. “Because I think Athena is right, it would be so amazing to trap our enemies here. We could lure them here and see what happens, but we could also bring them here and then bury them alive!”

“That’s the spirit,” I chuckled. “But since I’d prefer not to test out how long we can go without falling under the spell of the sand again, can you sing for us while we dig down and try to capture some of this killer swirling sand?”

“Yes, Sergeant Daddy!” Abby gave me a little salute, and it completely melted any leftover feelings of frustration about her half-lie.

My siren daughter’s clear voice rang through the chamber as we started digging again. This time, I could still feel the pull of the sand trying to draw me lower, but I was able to keep a level head and stay focused on my task. We also all dug together at the same spot, partly so I could keep an eye on everybody and partly so the work might go faster.

Besides, we had all just accidentally proven that this whole damn shoreline was rich in swirling sand.

After we scooped aside about a foot of the pale surface sand, Athena squealed and pointed at the bottom of the hole we’d dug. A glimmer of rainbow light flashed, but then it disappeared only a second later.

“Dig faster, and have your jars ready!” I ordered, since Calli had said the swirling sand would only retreat further if we didn’t scoop it up in time.

We shoved aside one handful of sand and then another. There was no point in trying to use any kind of trowels or shovels. The sand would have kept trying to spill back into the hole either way, and at least now we’d be close and ready the moment we saw the swirling sand appear again.

A few minutes later, the sand started to feel a little grittier under my nails. We dug faster, and sure enough, the sand below began to flicker with rainbow light.

“Jar!” I shouted.

Khara’s reflexes were on point, and she was the first to slip her jar into place. She scooped up a full container and secured the lid in under a second before it could try and escape again. The glass jar glowed and shifted colors like it had trapped rainbow fireflies instead of a bunch of sand, and the grains themselves tumbled over each other and made little whirlpools inside the jar so it looked like the sands of an hourglass churning back and forth.

We kept working at different spots all along the shoreline until each of us had filled one jar with swirling sand. We managed to get three extra jars full too, but the three leftover jars we’d brought remained empty. The swirling sand had caught on to our game, and it retreated completely until we couldn’t find any more.

“I’d say this is a pretty good haul, especially since the sand tried to kill us first,” I said. “Now, how about we try to find those burrowing ants for Tamzin?”

“Hope ants are tiny,” Sawsaw muttered.

“Same, buddy,” I replied. “Same. I also hope Tamzin didn’t… forget to tell us anything important about them.”

I sent a sideways glance at Abby as I said this, and the little siren giggled shamelessly before skipping ahead.

We left the cavern with the pink moss and started to look for a lake with the ferns that my dryad wife had described. It took us less than half an hour to find a river with thickly clustered ferns growing on either side. Then we just followed it until it spilled out into a lake in a low-ceilinged chamber.

The roof of the cavern couldn’t have been more than ten feet high. The walls had giant cracks in them like the foundation of this chamber was breaking apart, but each web-like crack had to be at least a solid foot and a half wide. I peered through one of the cracks as we passed it, but only darkness stared back at me, and the same thing happened when I tried to shine the crystal of my makeshift flashlight into the darkness.

I shook my head and followed the rest of my family deeper into the cavern. The lake dominated most of the chamber, along with the dark green ferns that grew all along the shoreline and across the rest of the cavern floor. Plenty of boulders were scattered throughout the ferns too, and I didn’t see anything that would keep this from being an easy in and out trip to just pick up the boulders, grab the burrowing ants from underneath them, and then get back out.

At least, that’s what I thought until I saw the ferns moving.

Khara, Sawsaw, and my daughters must have seen them moving at the same time, because we all suddenly went as still as statues. The ferns kept rustling on the far side of the lake, and now I swore I could hear the sounds of licking and lips smacking right along with it.

When I turned my head to check my six, I realized the smacking sound wasn’t just coming from ahead of us. Something was licking its lips inside every crack in the cavern walls, and the sound was getting closer with each new smack.

Then long red claws hooked over the edge of a crack directly to my right.
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Chapter 3

Khara instantly dropped into a fighting stance and stepped in front of the littlest gob. Our weapons were all in our hands in less than a second, but then the same long red claws began to hook onto the edge of every crack in sight.

It seemed like the walls were coming to life as they pulled themselves out, and dozens of the creatures began to creep down the walls toward us.

They looked like Komodo dragons, only with red scales and red claws that could probably slice a man open with just one blow. Long tongues the length of my forearm flicked in and out between razor-sharp teeth, but the creepiest thing about them was the fact that they didn’t have any eyeballs. They just sniffed the air, smacked their lips, and then adjusted the angle that they were slithering down the walls toward us.

“Crawlers!” Khara hissed.

The moment they pulled free from the walls, they started sprinting. They ran half on their claws and half on their bellies like snakes, and it didn’t matter if rocks, ferns, or even the dark lake was between them and us. They had caught our scent, and now they shrieked and ran toward us with a single-minded determination.

I didn’t know what the hell a crawler was, and I didn’t really care. They were a threat to my family, and that was enough to pass a death sentence on all of them.

I was about to shout out orders to my girls, but they were already way ahead of me. Abby dove into the water when the closest crawler was still a few yards away from us. As soon as she popped back up to the surface in her full shimmering siren form, Akana cannonballed into the lake after her.

“That seems a little off script,” I muttered, but I had to trust that my girls knew what they were doing and let them do their thing.

Because now it was time for me to do mine.

The closest crawler found a final burst of speed when he was almost on top of me, and he sprang toward me with his claws outstretched. He found his brains smashed by my hatchet half a second later, and my buck knife pierced his sniffing snout to make sure the job was finished.

Then a tongue lashed around my ankle from behind, and I dropped the blade of my hatchet onto the tongue without even looking at it. The weapon sliced it free from the crawler’s mouth, but the severed tongue stayed hitched around my ankle until I shook it loose.

By the time it flopped to the ground, three more crawlers had surrounded me. Each of them was smacking and licking their lips even louder than the last one, but that was nothing compared to the shrieks they made every time my hatchet split open their eyeless skulls. My buck knife chopped one tongue after another, and every now and then when it got stuck, I jerked it to the side. I used the leverage to twist the crawler’s head in the direction I wanted it to go, and then my axe hacked into their necks, jaws, or anywhere else I could get in a good hit.

But more of the creatures were snaking their way out of the cracks in the walls now. The ferns started to split and reveal more of the scaly red crawlers barreling toward us from under our very feet.

Two of them swiped their claws at me at the same time. There was no way to dodge one of their claw attacks without running straight into the other one, so I jumped straight up, tucked my knees against my chest, and then crashed my boots down onto one of their sightless heads.

The claws of the other creature kept swiping, only now he swiped off the lips of the crawler that I’d just stomped on. I jumped off to let them finish duking it out with each other, and after another few hacks with my weapons, I had cleared out a few yards of safety for myself in the middle of the ferns.

“Daddy, watch!” Abby giggled from the dark lake waters.

I immediately twisted toward the lake, and saw a group of crawlers who had started swimming through the water to reach us. My heart jumped up to my throat, but I should have known that my girls could handle any monsters who came against them, even ones with freaky long tongues and no eyeballs.

Abby was serving as a jetski to her younger sister. The little siren zoomed back and forth in the lake, and my goth orc princess rode her piggyback style, except she kept one hand free so she could peel off the swimming crawlers’ scales with her black claws. They zigzagged all around the lake until the crawlers seemed as desperate to get out of the lake as they had been to get to us in the first place, but Abby clearly wasn’t going to let them off that easily.

The lake was already tinged red in half a dozen spots, but Abby kept churning the water as she swam, and Akana kept ripping through any body part she came in contact with.

As soon as my siren daughter realized she had my attention, she dove fully underwater. Akana plugged up her nose with one hand and stuck her other hand out to the side with her claws flexed, and then both girls disappeared into the bloody water. They were gone so long that I had to hew my hatchet into the neck of another crawler leaping toward me, and my heart jumped into my throat after I chopped off another one’s tongue, only to look back and see that my little girls were still underwater.

Then a wave of bloody air bubbles all rose to the surface of the water, followed by a triumphant Abby and Akana. Both little girls’ faces were somehow still smeared with blood even though they’d just come out of the water, and my orc daughter still had her nose plugged up with one hand. Her other fingers were wrapped tight around some body part that I couldn’t even begin to identify. Abby flipped her tail and turned so they could both face me, and the little siren sent a jagged and bloody grin at me.

“Did you see us, Daddy?” she called, as if I were watching her at a gymnastics competition instead of watching her gut creepy underdark monsters.

“You were both amazing, sweetie!” I shouted. “Just make sure you come up often enough for Akana to breathe!”

The little goth girl immediately dropped her hand from her nose like she had only just realized they were above the surface again.

“Okay!” Abby giggled.

Akana had just enough time to breathe in a wild gasp of air and give me a nod like she was dismissing me back to my duties. Then Abby flipped them around again, and they disappeared below the bloody surface to eliminate the rest of the crawlers they could find in the water.

I wanted to look for Sawsaw, Athena, and Khara too, but I didn’t have time. I heard smacking from above me a second before I felt something wet and slobbery wrap around my wrist. Without looking up, I lunged forward and jerked my arm along with me, and sure enough, the crawler who had climbed out of a crack in the ceiling now came tumbling after me thanks to his tongue around my wrist.

I twisted my torso just enough to stab my buck knife into the side of his skull. I barely felt his teeth graze my skin in the spot his tongue had grabbed me, but then I spun the knife inside his brain until he fell limply at my feet.

With his tongue still wrapped around my wrist.

I gritted my teeth and sawed through the slimy meat to free myself. I pulled my wrist away just in time to meet the next crawler that smacked his jaws and then dropped down from above. This one caught me slightly in the chest with his claws, but I thrust my buck knife into his chest in return. I pushed with enough force to throw the big fucker off me, and then I let go of the knife so I could stumble back and get my bearings.

Luckily, it only looked like a flesh wound across my collarbone.

I shifted my hold on the hatchet to a two-handed grip, and by the time I started swinging, the injured crawler had righted himself and was now sniffing and smacking his way toward me again. He seemed to follow whatever direction his tongue led him in, but I ignored the slobbering thing and brought my axe straight into the side of his neck.

Or at least, it would have been in the side of his neck if another crawler hadn’t chosen that exact moment to drop down on top of me.

His weight knocked me off my feet. As soon as my body hit the ferns, all hundred and fifty pounds of the crawler’s weight pinned me in place. His tongue started to flick out like he was trying to figure out precisely where my jugular was, but I had no plans to be kissed or eaten by a creepy-ass lizard today.

Since my buck knife was still buried in the other crawler’s chest, I only had my hatchet and my bare hand to help me get out from under this fucker. I jerked my head to the right to avoid a glob of his slobber, and then my left hand twisted up to grab hold of his slippery tongue. I yanked on it to try and get his head to turn in another direction so his weight on me would shift.

He didn’t budge.

My right hand with the hatchet was still buried underneath his heavy weight, and if I couldn’t get him to shift a little, I wouldn’t be able to use it against him. I rammed my knees up against his belly as hard as I could, but his hide seemed to be made of fucking metal. So I just let my hand slide off his tongue and then jammed my fingers right into his sniffling snout.

That got the asshole moving.

His whole head rocked back, and his jaw fell wide open as he gave a shriek. I didn’t wait for him to turn his razor-sharp chompers back toward me, though. I scooted my shoulders out from under him just enough that I could use my hatchet again, and then I hacked into his side over and over. His blood spurted in every direction until I had to clench my eyes shut to keep his guts from burning my eyeballs out.

By the time the creature fell still, I’d carved out such a big gap in the side of his scales that I was able to wriggle the rest of the way free. Then I lobbed the hatchet around a few times to make sure I was in the clear before I staggered to my feet.

I wiped the blood out of my eyes and spun around to find Sawsaw. He was fighting in tandem with his little goblin sister, and they seemed to work so fluidly that it was like they’d always been partners in crime. Whenever Athena’s tiny body slid underneath another crawler, Sawsaw bashed the creature in the face with his hatchet, and then Athena rolled out from the other side, completely soaked in fresh blood.

The crawler would try to stay upright for a few more seconds, but it usually only took one more blow from Sawsaw for the monster to collapse. Each time he rolled over on his side, its scaly stomach had been completely shredded by my goblin daughter, and she seemed to get both more creative and more thorough with every new creature she killed.

Still, I knew Sawsaw could have gone through the crawlers a little faster if he was on his own, and it made me feel like I might actually burst with pride at the fact that my oldest was letting my youngest really have her moment in the spotlight. He kept calling out encouragements and congratulations after every kill, and Athena’s little green face got more flushed with excitement each time.

I looked around for my orc warrior wife, but Khara was a whirl of gray in the middle of the dark green ferns. She lunged and leaped and snarled so fast that it was hard to follow her movements at all. The trail of crawler bodies dropping to the ground behind her was a pretty good clue, though.

Khara used her claws to tear off the top layer of scales from one crawler’s head, and then the claws of her other hand dipped into the exposed muscle like she was finishing off one of Matilda’s whipped cream pies. She ripped out a handful of flesh and tendons, then shoved her claws back into his brains and twisted until his slobbering tongue went limp.

When she moved to her next opponent, she grabbed his front claws the moment he swiped them at her. She held onto the creature’s leg, dropped into a lower squat, and then flung him into three incoming crawlers like she was bowling. He knocked them down fully onto their bellies, but Khara was already climbing over their staggered forms and bashing their heads in with spare rocks and the strength of her fists alone.

The chamber was thick with crawler corpses, and a quick glance at all the cracks in the walls and ceiling showed me that no more of the creatures seemed eager to come through and put up a fight. There were only a handful left, but my family was eliminating them faster than the monsters could smack their lips together.

Then I heard one crawler licking his lips a few feet away behind me, and when I whirled toward him, I saw that it was the same fucker that I’d stabbed earlier.

He was still half-crawling and half-slithering toward me, but his tongue was flicking out slower than before, probably thanks to the giant hole I’d given him in his chest that was now leaking blood all over the place. I brought my hatchet down on his sightless skull before he could grab me with his claws or tongue, and I gave him two more mercifully quick blows to finish him off.

I shoved him over onto his side so I could pull out my buck knife. With both my weapons back in my hands, I felt whole again, and I turned to see the last few crawlers disappearing back into the cracks in the cave walls. Their scaly red tails were the last things to vanish, even if the sound of their smacking lips did echo long after they were gone.

“Everybody okay?” I drew in a deep breath.

Abby was perched on the edge of the lake, where she was wringing out her long blonde hair and humming happily. Akana had gone over to join Sawsaw and Athena, but my oldest son inspected all three of his baby sisters closely for any signs of injury before he turned to me and nodded.

“All good,” Sawsaw informed me.

“As am I,” Khara said as she licked her claws clean.

“Good,” I panted. “Because what… the hell… were those?”

“Crawlers.” Khara frowned. “I thought you heard me say this before the fight began, husband.”

“I meant what the hell are crawlers?” I snickered. “Other than big red assholes that do an awful lot of creepy lip smacking with their giant lizard tongues.”

“Yes, I believe that is an accurate summary of a crawler,” Khara replied. “I have not seen any in months, but perhaps these scavengers chose to take advantage of the quiet while the rest of the underdark stays home.”

“These are scavengers?” I sent another glance at all the mangled claws and lolling tongues around me. “They seem more like predators to me.”

“Gobs, kobolds, and orcs all predators,” Sawsaw said. “Smart. Ish. Organized. Crawlers… crawl.”

“I guess I hadn’t thought about it like that,” I muttered. “They don’t seem to be the smartest creatures, that’s for sure. Just big and ugly and creepy. They must sniff out anything that smells like food and then go for it, and that’s probably about the extent of their intelligence.”

“Does that mean it’s not as impressive that we killed them?” Athena whispered.

“Not even for a second, princess.” I scooped my red-haired daughter up and bounced one of the ringlets against her head. “Scavengers can kill you just as dead as predators, remember that. When it comes to fighting our enemies, the only thing that’s not impressive is underestimating them.”

“And we definitely didn’t do that!” the goblin girl giggled. “I rolled under them and cut open their underbellies, and Sawsaw slingshotted me underneath them a few times while I held my knives underhanded for better tearing. But I didn’t underestimate them!”

“Great job, pumpkin.” I kissed her candy-red ringlets. “Did I ever tell you that you’re the cleverest little goblin girl I know?”

“I’m the only one you know,” Athena giggled.

“And that doesn’t make it any less true,” I said with a smile. “If we’re all okay, then I say let’s get some of those burrowing ants and get out of here before the crawlers decide they want to come back and try again.”

“We could follow them into the walls and eliminate them before that even becomes a possibility,” Khara volunteered. “They would not be difficult to hunt, but if I tied one hand behind my back, I believe it would be an adequate challenge.”

“Slow down,” I chuckled. “We’re on a mission, remember? Let’s get the ants, get some baby basilisks, grab some crystals, and head back home.”

Akana had started marching toward the closest crack in the wall as soon as her mother mentioned the possibility, and now Sawsaw had to grab her by the back of her shirt and keep her from grasping the edge of the stone. She pulled against him for a few seconds, but then my goblin son whispered something in her ear, and Akana immediately transformed into a total angel.

Except for the wicked giggle she gave as she started back toward us.

“You’re not promising things you can’t deliver, are you?” I smirked.

“Promised girls can braid Sawsaw’s hair.” My son shrugged. “And grind crystals for more bombs.”

“I don’t know if it’s a good idea to let the girls play with the crystal powder,” I warned. “It’s really unstable, and--”

My little goth princess stopped mid-stride, and her little fangs dug into her upper lip.

“Uhhh, it’s super unstable,” I quickly continued. “Which is why my ferocious and perfect daughters will be so good at handling the crystal dust!”

Akana blinked her red eyes and stared at me like she was making sure that I wasn’t going to take it back. Then she just gave me the smallest of smiles, but it made me feel like the luckiest father in the whole fucking world.

I might be the king of Clan Jewell, responsible for the destruction of more goblins, orcs, and human soldiers than I could count, but I was goddamn powerless when it came to my daughters.

And that was just fine by me.

“Sawsaw supervise,” my oldest son assured me.

“You better,” I said. “I don’t want anybody to blow themselves up trying to make more black powder.”

“We will be sooo careful,” Athena whispered, but her fingertips were already drumming against each other like a movie villain plotting the hero’s demise.

“That’s my girl,” I chuckled.

“I found the burrowing ants!” Abby announced from the edge of the water. “They keep trying to burrow into my skin, but I keep drowning them instead. I don’t want to kill them all though, because I want Auntie Tamzin to have plenty, so does anyone have an extra jar?”

“Ah, shit,” I said and then immediately raced to my oldest daughter. “Of course these assholes try to burrow into your skin. I don’t think there’s even one thing in the underdark that doesn’t want to kill us.”

“If these ants burrow into your skin, then they might not want you to die,” Khara said. “Perhaps they need their host to stay alive so they can continue feeding off your body.”

“Right, because that’s such a big difference,” I snorted and knelt down beside Abby. “Watch out, sweetie. I’ll take it from here.”

“Okay, Daddy.” Abby kissed my cheek and then did a backflip into the lake like she completely forgot she was supposed to be drying off.

My siren daughter had pushed over a rock hidden by ferns at the edge of the water. The underside of the rock was absolutely teeming with ants. They weren’t as monstrously big as I’d expected, just about the size of fire ants back on Earth, but one of the assholes immediately latched its jaws onto my thumb and started trying to tunnel his way into my skin.

I thrust my thumb into the lake to drown the fucker. Then I grabbed a twig and used that to herd the ants into one of my remaining jars. After I filled up all three of the jars we had left, I broke off a few smaller fern branches and dropped them into each one. I hoped it would give them something to munch on until Tamzin turned them into a snack for herself.

It was a bitch to try to screw the lids on without all the ants escaping or eating their way into my skin, but if this was what my pregnant dryad wife was craving, then I would risk more than a few scars for her. Just as long as I made sure the lids were on tight. The last thing I needed was a bunch of ants trying to burrow their way into my pants on the way home.

After I double and triple-checked the lids, Sawsaw tossed me my molle pack where it had fallen when the fight first started, and then I secured the three jars inside where they wouldn’t jostle around too much.

The crawlers had taken a hell of a beating and didn’t bother us again as we made our way out of the chamber littered with ferns and scaly bodies. I thought I heard a few smacking lips behind us as we left the lake behind, but it could have been my imagination. Either way, they didn’t come after us, and I thought it was much more likely that the crawlers had come back to scavenge and pick over their own dead.

Blue crystals were next on my grocery list. At least I didn’t have to worry about Sawsaw or the girls electrocuting themselves on purpose while we harvested them, and Nika wasn’t here to grab hold of any crystals with both hands and let them vibrate her whole body until I couldn’t take the jiggling of her green cleavage anymore.

It did make for faster harvesting.

The blue underdark crystals only gave off a little zap when we just touched them, but breaking them was a whole different challenge. Knocking them loose directly at the base was the only safe way to get them, otherwise they gave off a wicked jolt of electricity. Every now and then, we would misjudge the angle of breaking, and one time, Khara got knocked completely on her ass. But other than a slight bit of frizz in her brunette hair that she had to smooth down, the orc warrior was fine, and we continued gathering all the blue crystals we needed to serve as lights around the home and to create more bombs.

This was also why my girls would have to be extra careful when they ground these crystals into powder later. When they tried to change the crystals’ original shape, they would have to stick to our usual method of throwing big-ass rocks at the crystals until they eventually ground them to dust. I had learned the hard way that while I could use wooden tongs to pick up crystals and move them around, even a wood-handled weapon wasn’t enough to bypass the electrical charge that came with actually shattering the crystals. And since I didn’t want my girls to be paralyzed even temporarily, I’d have to make doubly sure that Sawsaw or myself supervised them personally.

“What about red crystals?” Khara asked after we finished stuffing our packs with glowing blue stalagmites. “The only place I know to get any is in the deep underdark.”

“As much as I’d love to see you and Akana both swipe the faces off of wendigos with one blow, I think I’m gonna pass on the deep underdark today,” I said. “I had my fill of wendigos last time.”

“We had such a good time,” Athena sighed. “I could not have asked for a better birth story!”

“It was eventful, I’ll give you that,” I chuckled. “I feel like I’ve seen red crystals somewhere up here, but if you’re not sure where, then--”

“Sawsaw remembers,” my goblin son announced. “Below basilisks. Keep babies warm.”

“Way to go, buddy,” I said with a grin. “I’m proud of you for noticing that. I don’t remember ever seeing a chamber below a basilisk den.”

“How does your human saying go?” Khara asked. “We will pluck two birds with one claw?”

“Kill two birds with one stone,” I laughed. “But it’s the same idea. We’ll get some basilisk meat for Ruby and pick up some red crystals at the same time.”

“Sawsaw lead,” my son said, and then he headed down a side tunnel covered with tiny green mushrooms.

When we reached the basilisk den, it wasn’t the same one I’d first encountered in the underdark, but I was pleased that my son had been so observant whenever we passed this way before. The basilisk didn’t immediately charge around the corner when our feet crunched on the first bones scattered in the tunnel, so I called a halt to figure out the best plan of attack.

Sure, the six of us would have no problem killing a basilisk, even if some of the young basilisks were capable of defending themselves and joined in the fight, too. But my chest was still a little sore where the crawler had clawed me, and we still had a decent trek back to the surface. If we could avoid another all-out brawl, it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, especially since I’d carried little Athena on my shoulders for the last half an hour. She might be just as ferocious as her older sisters, but she was still a tiny gob, and her little green legs wore out faster than everybody else’s.

“Any ideas?” I asked once we’d retreated far enough to talk strategy.

“I will go in first and distract the basilisk,” Khara said. “While it is trying to bore its eyes into me, you can come in from behind and stab it in the skull, husband. Then the young ones will be at our mercy.”

“I admire the direct approach,” I said. “Anybody else?”

“I can sing and draw out the mama basilisk,” Abby suggested. “Then you can sneak in, kill the young ones before they paralyze you, grab some red crystals, and get out of there before the big basilisk gets back.”

“Do you have enough energy for that?” I asked. “You already had to sing to save us from the swirling sand, and I don’t want to wear you out.”

“Yes, but then I recharged in the lake while we were killing crawlers!” Abby reminded me. “I feel fine!”

“Okay.” I took a deep breath. “Let’s go with Abby’s plan. I think it’ll save us energy and time in the long run. So, Abby will sing and draw out the basilisk. Sawsaw, you stay with her and make sure you keep running and keep the basilisk on your tail but not close enough to be in any danger.”

“Sawsaw,” my son agreed.

“Akana, Athena, Khara, and I will go in as soon as the big basilisk is gone,” I continued. “Once we get what we need, we’ll get out of there as fast as possible. No going off script though, got it?”

After they all nodded eagerly, I kept Athena on my shoulders and slipped into a small alcove in the tunnel. Khara and Akana hid there with me, but Abby and Sawsaw stood squarely in the middle of the bones of the basilisk’s victims.

As soon as Abby began singing, I realized I’d heard the song before. It was the same tune she’d hummed to lure bounty hunters back to our house, and I smiled at how proficient my little girl was getting at songs of war.

The basilisk took the bait.

She whipped around the corner so quickly that the bones barely had time to shift beneath her weight, but Sawsaw and Abby were already on the move. They disappeared down another tunnel, and even though my stomach was in knots watching them vanish, I knew there was no time to waste.

We darted down the way the basilisk had come. Her den smelled foul, but I held my breath as much as possible and raced toward the hole in the middle of the den floor. A soft red glow was pulsing in the darkness there, and when I reached the edge and looked down, I saw dozens of red crystals all surrounding two young basilisks.

They definitely weren’t babies, though.

Each one was a solid five feet long, but for a basilisk, that was still pretty small. I kept my gaze fixed on their chests as they all swiveled their serpent heads to look up at us, but before I could even jump down into the pit, Akana gave a fearsome war cry and hurled herself off the edge.

My little goth princess landed on the neck of one of the young basilisks, and her claws immediately began trying to shred open its tough hide. I jumped in right after her with Athena still clinging tightly to my shoulders, and Khara leaped down after me to help our daughter.

The basilisks were big, but they were too young to put up much of a fight. They couldn’t get us to look them in the eyes long enough to hypnotize us, and that meant they could only rely on their fangs to try and latch onto us instead. Their bodies moved fast, but since the hole in the den floor wasn’t very big, there were only so many places they could slither to and from.

Khara and Akana slit the throat of their basilisk only a minute after we’d jumped down into the pit. Athena had climbed off my shoulders onto the head of the other creature, and while she stabbed its eyes out, I knocked its fangs out with one punch of my axe handle. Then I hacked open its guts with the blade of my hatchet, and Athena gave it one final stab to the throat to cut off its death wail.

“Hurry!” I hissed, since I didn’t imagine we had much time before the mother returned to her den.

I climbed up out of the pit like I was pulling myself up out of a pool, and I reached down to pull Athena out next. Khara lifted up Akana to me after that, and then the brunette orc hefted up one heavy basilisk and handed it off to me. I was just grabbing the second one from her when Abby’s voice behind me almost made me drop the carcass right back down on Khara.

“Don’t forget the crystals, Daddy!” Abby giggled.

I finished hauling up the second basilisk before I turned to face my siren daughter.

“What are you doing here?” I demanded. “Where’s the basilisk?”

“Dead,” Sawsaw grunted as he appeared behind the little siren. “Abby wanted fang.”

My oldest son held up a long basilisk fang that looked like it had been ripped out by the roots.

“Hey, what did I say about going off script?” I groaned. “Killing the mother was not part of the plan we went over.”

“I know, but she was coming after us very, very fast,” Abby argued. “Also, she almost turned around and came back here at one point, and I knew we couldn’t let that happen! Besides, I really wanted a basilisk tooth necklace, and Sawsaw said he would help me get one!”

I raised an eyebrow at my son, but he just shrugged and grinned in response.

“There’s no use telling either one of you anything, is there?” I chuckled. “You killed her impressively fast, though.”

“I jumped into a pond and then let the water go very, very still,” Abby explained. “The basilisk leaned over and kept looking for me, but she only saw the reflection of her own eyes. She hypnotized herself, and then Sawsaw stabbed her in the brain!”

“That was a pretty good trick,” I said approvingly. “Now, let’s get out of here while we still have the energy to carry these basilisk carcasses.”

Akana gave a low grunt.

“Oh, yes, you are right,” Athena said quickly. “We should probably hurry before the daddy basilisk gets back.”

“I’m sorry, the what?” I repeated.

“Akana smells a daddy basilisk, not just a mommy basilisk,” my goblin daughter replied. “And the daddy basilisk will be very mad if he comes back and finds everybody turned into carcasses!”

“Ah, shiiit,” I muttered.

I had planned to carve up the carcasses now for easier transportation, but not if there was another full-grown basilisk somewhere close by. Instead, I harvested a handful of red crystals from the pit in the floor, tucked them safely into my pack, and then handed off my pack to Sawsaw. Khara handed hers off to Abby and Akana, and the two little girls managed to half-carry and half-drag it along behind them. Sometimes, Athena helped hold it up, but my goblin daughter mostly just ran as fast as her little green legs could carry her.

Khara and I each carried one of the basilisks on our backs. We probably could have made do with just one, but Ruby hadn’t specified how much meat she wanted, and since I hated to waste anything we killed, I figured we might as well take back as much as we could carry.

When we finally emerged back on the surface, my muscles were aching from all our efforts that day. We stumbled over to the wagon and deposited the two carcasses, followed by our packs with all the rest of our underdark goodies. I swung my arms around a few times and stretched my chest out before climbing onto the driver’s bench, and once Khara climbed up beside me and my kids piled into the back, I settled back into the seat.

“Let’s go home, boy.” I clicked the reins, and Charlie immediately perked up and began trotting back toward the homestead.

The steady black horse seemed completely unbothered by the smell of the dead basilisks, but he’d proven time and time again that he was made of sterner stuff than most humans back on Earth. Most horses, or people for that matter, would have caved after the first time one of the gobs looked at it like it was a big juicy steak, but Charlie just kept right on trucking and never seemed to let it bother him. As long as he had hay and apples, he was one happy bastard.

The first sun was about two hours from setting, but the sky was still plenty bright as we drove under the towering pines that led toward home. The green needles swayed back and forth in the breeze and seemed to whisper secrets to each other, and I wondered if Tamzin would be able to tell what the trees were saying if she was here.

When we were about ten minutes out from the house, a familiar splash greeted me from the river on my left. I looked over to see a flash of a green and purple tail and blonde hair, and then Calliope let herself bob to the surface so she could float on her back.

“I missed you, my love,” the beautiful siren called. “You were gone for so long!”

“I had a long list,” I chuckled.

“Oh, I hope the swirling sand wasn’t too much trouble!” Calli’s hands flew to her lips. “Did Abby warn you about the forgetting?”

“Eventually,” I said with a smirk. “She did save our asses, though.”

“How wonderful!” Calliope said. “Come tell me about your triumph, Aberdeen!”

“Okay!” Abby jumped down from the moving wagon before I could even slow down, but the little siren tucked into a perfect roll and then dove into the water with her mother.

“I am glad to see you safely home, Ken Jewell,” Calli said with one final backstroke to show off the glimmer of scales that just barely covered her porcelain breasts.

Then she and Abby both disappeared underwater in a chorus of giggles and splashes.

Charlie continued home under the trees, and I didn’t hurry. It was a beautiful day, the suns had dried out any remaining damp spots from the storm this morning, and the scent of pine needles surrounded me like a fragrant cloud every time the wagon wheels rolled over more of them. I had gotten my family everything on my list too, and we’d all made it back in one piece.

So yeah. It was a pretty good day.

By the time I drove across the drawbridge, both sirens were already back and dried off so they could greet us with the rest of my family. As soon as I hopped down, I found myself smothered in Nika’s cleavage before she giggled and released my head from between her tits.

“I missed you so much, Ken Jewell!” Nika said. “Did you have a wonderful time in the underdark?”

“We were pretty damn successful,” I said with a nod at all the heavy packs in the back of the wagon. “Now, who’s hungry?”

We spent the next half an hour butchering the basilisk carcasses and setting aside the rib meat for Ruby. I let the gob boys wrestle over the brains and intestines as a reward for working so hard while I was gone, but I forced them to save the best meat to grill up some steaks with later. I also made Fetch promise not to drag any of the bones off for himself, since Nika wanted to make basilisk bone broth tonight.

Then I rigged up one of the red crystals in the bottom of my flashlight where the batteries used to go so I would have the blue crystal side for normal flashlight usage and the red crystal side for signaling. The red crystal would also be helpful to use as a light source when I was trying to keep my eyes adjusted to the darkness.

Nika enthusiastically devoured several of the swarmslugs and cratini eyeballs but saved the rest for later, and Calliope kept offering us some of the swirling sand that she had stirred into hot water. It looked like rainbow-colored fruit juice or maybe like rainbow-colored Kool-Aid, but as tempting as it looked, I couldn’t shake the feeling of the swirling sand trying to pull me into the ground. So I declined the siren’s offer and stuck to a glass of smooth ale instead.

All of my wives enjoyed the treats I had brought back for them, but Tamzin’s enjoyment of the burrowing ants was like nothing I’d ever seen before. Every time she pinched another one between her fingers to crush it, her eyes lit up, and each time she swallowed one, her eyes rolled into the back of her head as she gave a little moan.

The more ants she ate, the louder her moans got until I started to feel like I should probably send my kids somewhere else. I’d never seen somebody eat in a way that should be rated R before, but just listening to her eat was damn near as sexy as watching her do a slow striptease.

And as it turned out, it wasn’t all in my head.

After Tamzin finished the first jar of ants, she licked her lips and washed it down with some of Calli’s swirling sand juice. She started to reach for another jar, but she suddenly bit her lip and looked at me like she’d just had an epiphany.

“Ken, my love,” the dryad whispered. “I need to see you. Now.”
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Chapter 4

“Da right here,” Fetch said when he dropped a basilisk bone he was playing with at my feet. “Tamzin can’t see him?”

“Maybe we could watch the first sunset together,” Tamzin continued, and now the look of hunger in her dark eyes was unmistakable. “We could go south of the river and watch it from there.”

“Blink likes sunsets!” Blink said. “Timber, too!”

“Sunsets!” Timber cheered.

Both boys immediately started marching south, but Nika grabbed them by the scruff of their necks before they even made it two steps forward.

“No, no, no,” Nika told them. “This is a special grown-up sunset they are going to see. No gobs allowed.”

“But, Maaa!” Blink protested.

“Do I have to get out my shoe again, soldier?” Nika threatened.

“No!” Timber yelped and wrestled himself free from his mother’s grip. “Gobs good! Da has grown-up sunset, no gobs at all!”

“Enjoy your sunsex!” Nika giggled to me and Tamzin. “Oops! I mean sunset!”

“Everyone else, to your duties!” Ruby ordered. “This fucking wall isn’t going to build itself! Kiln! Granite! Supper! Pick your job, or I’ll pick it for you!”

Tamzin was already moving toward the southern wall, but I managed a quick thank you to my other wives for taking care of everything. Then I fled after the breathtaking dryad. She never even looked back over her shoulder to make sure I was following her, but I would have followed the dark-skinned beauty into the deepest of underdarks without question.

So when she dove into Calli’s pond and began to swim underneath the wall into the river, I dove right in after her. She swam easily to the southern bank of the river, pulled herself out beside the bridge, and immediately slipped out of her drenched clothing.

At the sight of her bare skin, my jaw fell open so far that I damn near drowned before I could get out of the river, but I pulled myself up onto the bank and ran after her. When I caught up to her at a low, broad tree stump, she finally turned around, but for a few seconds, I didn’t move.

It felt like I had been hypnotized by a basilisk, only this was a hypnosis that I never wanted to leave. I just wanted to drink in every inch of the gorgeous dryad. Her smooth skin seemed even darker in the bright light of the suns, but there were enough shadows in the trees here that it made her green hair seem even more alive than usual. The thick green kinks bobbed and swayed as if each one was trying to beckon me closer.

Not that I needed any encouragement.

Tamzin had one hand draped across her nipples and her other across her entrance, but both hands left little to the imagination. The swell of her chest still spilled out over her arm like she was trying to hold back the tide, and even the fingers over her pussy began to gently glide back and forth over her clit.

The sight of the dryad touching herself finally made my urge to feel every inch of her win out over my desire to worship her with my eyes alone.

I crossed the final few feet between us in the span of a heartbeat. My hands slid around to cup her firm ass, and the feeling of her smooth skin beneath my fingers immediately sprang my cock to attention.

“You look as hungry as I feel,” Tamzin whispered as her hands slid up my back.

“The burrowing ants didn’t satisfy your craving?” I grinned.

“They satisfied the baby’s craving,” the dryad replied. “But I am craving something else completely.”

“Anything I can help you with?” I smirked.

Tamzin pulled our bodies closer together until she was pressing her womanhood up against my cock. “I certainly hope so.”

Her sultry tone made my head spin, especially when she followed it up by brushing her lips against my neck. She kissed all down my throat, and when she started to kiss along my collarbone, her tongue teased me, too.

Then she suddenly stopped short and pulled away.

“What’s wrong, babe?” I asked.

“You’re hurt!” Tamzin’s hands immediately ripped my shirt in half to expose the minor injury that the crawler had given me. “Why didn’t you tell us? We should go back to the house right away so Calliope can put some salve on it. What did this to you?”

“Shit, I forgot all about that,” I groaned. “Abby was so excited to show off her basilisk tooth, and we were so busy telling you all about the swirling sand that I forgot to mention the rest of it. There were some crawlers in the cavern where we found your burrowing ants, that’s all.”

“Crawlers?” Tamzin’s fingers gently grazed the claw injury, and the electric tingle that passed through my skin made me want to get clawed by a hundred more crawlers just so she would touch me like that again.

“It’s fine, sweetheart,” I said. “It’s not serious, just a little flesh wound.”

“Any wound you receive is serious, my love.” The dryad raised her hand to cup my cheek. “What kind of wife would I be if I did not make sure your every need and injury is taken care of?”

“We can take care of it when we go back to the house,” I said and then kissed her palm. “But if you try to go back home now, you’re gonna be in so much trouble.”

“Really?” Tamzin gave me a sly smile.

“Big time.” I pulled her body against mine again, and I let my lips brush against her neck before I nibbled at her earlobe. “Besides, you seemed pretty damn certain of what you wanted back at the house. I saw your face. You can’t tell me those ants didn’t put you in the mood.”

“You think the ants put me in the mood?” Tamzin giggled. “Oh, my love, the ants did not make me feel that way.”

“Are you sure?” I hesitated before I kissed her neck again.

The beautiful dryad grasped my face so her dark gaze could look directly into mine.

“I am sure,” she said firmly. “It was not the ants. It was just you.”

“But--”

“I just started thinking about what an incredible provider you are for all of us,” Tamzin whispered before I could protest. “Living in the underdark is so difficult, and even with my grove, I always had to fight for everything I needed. Sometimes, that even meant I had to fight against my own grove sisters.”

“I’m sorry things were so hard for you before,” I said and kissed her forehead.

“There is no need to be sorry.” Tamzin tilted her face toward mine until I could feel her exhale on my lips, and my blood all rocketed toward my dick. “I am a member of Grove Jewell now, and I still do not understand how I have gotten so lucky. You are such a devoted father and husband, and you are more generous than I ever imagined was possible. And you faced crawlers for me!”

“I’d face anything that tried to keep me from getting what you need,” I said, and now I began to tighten my grip on her ass again.

“Anything?” Tamzin whispered.

“Fuck yes,” I growled, but then I couldn’t hold back anymore.

I picked her up so she could wrap her legs around me, and at the same time, I finally let my mouth meet hers. As soon as our lips connected, the world turned so quiet it was like we were surrounded by nothing but swirling sand. I wouldn’t have even cared if we were, as long as it meant I could stay locked in this moment with Tamzin.

Her full lips began to tease mine open, and I let her pull them apart so our tongues could dance. Our bodies curved into each other like two wax figures melting perfectly together, and the deeper we kissed, the more my cock throbbed to be let loose. I started to reach down to unfasten my pants, but then I suddenly remembered that we were still in sight of the homestead wall.

“Shit,” I panted as I came up for air. “We should go a little further south in the woods, just in case any gobs run to the top of the wall and look down here.”

“We can go further south,” Tamzin agreed. “But I think I have a better idea.”

“What do you--”

The stunning dryad cut off my question with another kiss, but this time, she only locked our lips together for a moment. Then she pulled back ever so slightly and started to inhale my breath. Her dark skin glimmered with green light like flickering veins, and when a second inhale sent the same glittering light into her hair, she fluttered her eyes open at me with a smile.

I felt like I was at the bottom of the ocean, desperate for air. But also at the top of the highest mountain where I was close enough to see God, if I just looked hard enough.

Tamzin leaned her hands back until they pressed against the massive tree stump behind her, and then she pulled me down on top of her. This pine tree had been the biggest one I’d ever cut down, easily six feet across, and even though it had been months, it still smelled like fragrant pine as our bodies pressed together on the wood.

“Now just give me one moment,” Tamzin breathed, and I knew I would have given her anything she asked for.

The dryad gripped the edges of the broad tree stump and let her eyes close. At first, I didn’t sense anything happening, and I thought maybe my senses had gotten too dulled from all the breath she borrowed from me. The silence was only broken by birds high in the trees around us and by the occasional creak of tree branches rubbing against each other in the late afternoon wind.

Then the ground began to tremble beneath us.

I rocked back on my heels on top of the tree stump and looked back over my shoulder. The base of the tree stump facing the river was sprouting new growth, and it was advancing at an insanely accelerated rate. New offshoots from the roots immediately lengthened to two feet high, then three, then four. It kept going until a screen of pine bark and needles eight feet high towered above us and completely blocked our view of the house.

When I looked back down at Tamzin, I saw that making a privacy screen of pine wasn’t the only thing she’d done for us. Green growth had emerged like a layer of vines along the top of the tree stump so the whole thing felt soft and with no chance of splinters or sap on our asses. There was more than enough room for what I had in mind, and now that there was no chance of any gobs seeing us from the house, I didn’t want to waste any more time.

“You’re fucking magnificent,” I said.

“Thank you,” Tamzin whispered, and her exhale breathed a little of my life force back into me.

My head went spinning, but this time, it was because all my blood surged south again. I shrugged off my ripped shirt and kicked off my boots, and Tamzin helped me unfasten my pants and pull them off over my ankles. Then I propped myself up on my elbows on top of her, and our lips met again in a flood of heat and exchanged breath that sent off fireworks through my whole body.

We only kissed for a few minutes before I felt the dryad’s hands reaching toward my crotch. Her firm fingers grazed up the side of my cock, and then without a moment’s hesitation, she guided the tip to her pussy lips.

“I need you inside me, Ken Jewell,” Tamzin moaned. “I need to feel your warm seed filling my tunnel and dribbling down between my thighs.”

“Didn’t I already make you pregnant?” I teased.

“Does that mean I can’t have any more of your gooey seed deep inside me?” Tamzin’s dark eyes went wide. “It is a warmth like nothing else I have ever experienced. It is like the suns’ light on my skin, only inside me and filling every part of me with intense pleasure.”

“Well, shit,” I said with a smile. “When you put it like that, I almost feel bad for teasing you.”

“I know an easy way you could fix that,” Tamzin whispered, and then she adjusted the angle of her hips so my tip pushed into her.

“Fuuuck,” I groaned.

The beautiful dryad wiggled her hips a little more so I slid in a little deeper. I wanted to go slow because she was still so tight that it was like sliding my dick into a satiny glove, but when she kept pushing her hips more urgently against mine and begging me to fill her with my cum, all of my animal instincts took over.

I wrapped my hands under her shoulders for stability, and then I thrust my cock as deep into her as it would go. She gasped as I filled the length of her tunnel, but when I pulled back and thrust in again, I slid even deeper, and she gasped even louder. Then all I could feel was the way her pelvic muscles constantly gripped my cock and seemed to pulse with pleasure, and all I could think about was the way each thrust made her body quiver beneath mine.

The light was turning gold all around us as the first sun began its descent over the horizon, and I thought I’d never seen anything as beautiful as the golden light playing across the dryad’s dark skin. Her brown eyes were luminous as they gazed up at me with love, and the next time my cock filled her tunnel, I exhaled into her parted lips.

The green coils of her hair flickered with light, but that was nothing compared to the way her back suddenly arched. Her entire spine lifted off the green growth beneath us, and her head rocked back like a contortionist.

“Ohhh!” Tamzin cried, and then her whole body shivered and trembled as if she were in an earthquake.

Her back continued to arch in little spasms as her climax sent wave after wave of pleasure through her body. I held her underneath her back now to make sure her head didn’t crack against the tree stump, even with the soft green growth that she had made us for a bed. When she finally spiraled back down from her orgasm, she wilted in my arms, gave me a shy smile, and then kissed the inside of my bicep.

“You don’t know what you do to me, my love,” the dryad sighed.

“I think I have an idea,” I laughed. “I was here, you know.”

“The feeling of you so deep inside me, filling every inch of me with your manhood, it…” Tamzin gasped and then clutched the green growth beside her hips. “Oh, Kennn!”

All I’d done was give her a few little pulses deep inside her pussy, but it had been enough to build on top of the climax she’d just finished. Her fingers dug into the new tree growth like she would claw the whole thing up by the roots, and then her back arched again.

She didn’t scream in pleasure this time, but it was somehow even fucking hotter to watch her lips open without a sound, as if the orgasm felt so good that it had robbed her of even the ability to speak.

When she came down from her second climax, I pulled her into my lap, and she leaned back to brace herself against my thighs. Her skin was still flickering with green light, and I wrapped my hand in the kinks of her hair so I could draw her in close for a kiss. Our lips devoured each other as easily as we breathed each other’s life force in and out, and when our entire private pine bower seemed to be pulsing with green and golden light, I started to move my cock deep inside her again.

I rocked my hips in a circle to grind against her clit, but her pussy pulled me in deeper each time I made another circle. Our bodies swayed and vibrated in perfect harmony together, but by the time she started to gasp her way toward a third orgasm, I was aching to release my seed inside this stunning beauty.

The moment her body trembled against mine, I thrust my cock into her one more time, and that was all it took. A volcano of my cum erupted inside her, and it took by such force that the whole world seemed to go black. I kept pumping my hips into my dryad lover, but more and more of my seed kept spilling into her. I had no idea how I was climaxing so much, but it just kept pouring out of me while she just kept screaming my name.

The river of my warm cum only slowed down when I started to feel it leak out the sides of her pussy and down the inside of both her thighs. I gave her one final thrust, and her tunnel gave me one more rhythmic squeeze to tease the last of my seed out of me.

Then my climax slowly started to subside, and I began to return to my body. I blinked my eyes open to see Tamzin’s eyelids fluttering, as if she had just come out of the darkness into a world of brilliant light.

That’s when I realized the light really was brilliant.

The first sun had just sunk below the horizon, and the entire sky was a dazzling display of golds, purples, and blues. A few stray clouds were lit up like burning orange embers above us, and it felt like nothing in the world could touch us. For several minutes, we just sat there, bodies still locked together in union. Then the last of the brilliant light faded from the sky and left us in the twilight hours in between sunsets, and we turned toward each other without a word to begin making love again.

We stayed wrapped in each other’s arms for two more hours before my stomach growled so loud that it surprised us enough to send us tumbling off the tree stump.

“My love, you should have told me you were hungry!” Tamzin laughed.

“I was hungry for more than just food,” I chuckled as I helped her stand back up. “You’re all the sustenance I need.”

“I love the sentiment,” Tamzin whispered as she reached up to cup my cheek. “But that is simply not true. You must eat food, too.”

“If you insist,” I said. “As long as I can save room for dessert.”

Tamzin giggled as I nibbled at her earlobe again.

We rinsed off in the river before we slipped our clothes back on and headed back across the bridge. Calliope met us at the drawbridge with linens to dry off with and fresh clothes, and my siren wife gave us both a wink as she ushered us into the house to change.

“Dinner’s almost ready,” she announced. “As soon as you change, we will be ready to eat.”

“How did you know we were coming back?” I chuckled.

“I definitely did not cross the river to watch at all, if that’s what you wanted to know,” Nika said from just inside the door.

“Uh, why does that sound like you definitely did?” I smirked.

Nika giggled, but before she could answer, all the gob boys tumbled into the house and piled around the table. My girls came in more gracefully after that, but they looked just as hungry, and so did Khara and Ruby when they came in last.

“We better get changed if we want to get back while there’s still anything left,” I said with a grin.

“Do not be silly, Ken Jewell!” Nika said. “Nika’s army knows better than to eat before their general sergeant captain king does! Isn’t that right, boys?”

“Ma, yes, Ma!” they all called back.

God, I loved my family.

After Tamzin and I emerged in fresh clothes, Calli quickly saw to the crawler’s claw marks on my chest. She had just finished bandaging me up when Torrance’s family came in to join us for dinner, and we all sat down to share the meal that Calli had prepared for us.

But before we could get started, Matilda took one look at my bandaged chest and dropped the tray of twenty fragile glasses she was holding.
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Chapter 5

Khara’s reflexes caught the tray of glasses with one hand before they could all drop and shatter on the floor, but the human girl didn’t even seem to notice the orc warrior who was now patiently holding the tray out to her.

“K-Ken!” Matilda stammered. “You’re hurt! What happened?”

“It ain’t nothing but a scratch, girl,” Torrance said. “Don’t worry yourself so much about it.”

“But you went to the underdark today, and now you’re injured!” Matilda insisted. “Are you okay? Do you need anything? What came after you? Was it awful big and scary? Oh, or was it an accident at home?”

“I did not give it to him while we made love, if that is the question,” Tamzin said nonchalantly. “As far as I know, dryads do not become violent during pregnancy like orcs.”

“O-oh, n-no, that’s not what I meant at all!” Matilda said. “I didn’t know you two were-- not that it’s any of my business, of course it ain’t! I mean, not! Of course it’s not!”

Poor Matilda had been trying extra hard lately not to share the same country accent as her family, but it was honestly so endearing that I wished she would just give up and talk however came naturally to her. I could never tell her that though, since the slender brunette certainly didn’t need any encouragement in that department.

“It is only a small claw mark,” Calli said soothingly before the human girl could turn so red that her head popped off. “I have treated it, and it will be scarred over by tomorrow morning.”

“Oh, okay,” Matilda whispered with a nod. “I’m glad you’re okay, Ken. Oh! And thank you for catching my tray, Khara.”

“It was not a challenging enough task that it is necessary for you to thank me, human girl,” Khara replied. “But I give you welcome all the same.”

Ruby snorted, but before the feisty redhead could say anything, my stomach growled again so loud that everyone at the table heard it. Nika and Calli immediately started bringing in plate after plate of food, and Matilda quickly jumped in to help them until the whole dining table was laid out with every kind of food imaginable.

There were basilisk ribs and basilisk soup, along with fried cratini fins and grilled basilisk steaks. The cratini eyeballs were still raw and in their own ceramic bowl, but even though Nika generously offered them to everyone else at the table, my goblin wife was the only one interested in eating them. A few different species of underdark mushrooms and broiled, salted moss finished off the non-human side of the table, but there was plenty of human food to share, too.

Platters of grilled fish stood next to baskets overflowing with cornbread and biscuits. There were savory potato pancakes topped with chives, fresh greens from our garden mixed with chopped cucumbers and asparagus, and a giant bowl of chicken soup with fist-sized dough dumplings. Blueberries, blackberries, and strawberries filled up several smaller bowls, and Matilda assured me that there were enough vanilla shortcakes and fresh whipped cream to go with all the berries.

I could tell how hungry we all were based on how quiet the next five minutes were. Nobody said anything except for the gobs who smacked their lips like crawlers, but they were so good about passing the food to each other instead of throwing it that I really couldn’t say anything to them about the way they chewed. Only after we all started on our second platefulls did we finally slow down our pace and stop eating like the house was on fire.

“Tamzin, I wonder if your pregnancy really won’t be violent like Khara’s,” Nika said and then took a big slurp of basilisk bone broth. “You will still obviously need lots of enemies to terrorize so the baby can feed on their fear and blood, but that is to be expected of any pregnancy.”

“Y-y-you are pregnant?” Matilda gasped as looked at the dryad.

“I am,” Tazmin said, and then she looked at Nika. “I really don’t know, but I try to imagine that it will be like a tree. Your pregnancies are all kind of like you, right? So that is what would make sense for me.”

Nika leaned her elbows on the table and propped her chin up on her fists.

“What would make sense?” she asked with a puzzled look. “Because if it is your comment, then the answer is no, it does not make sense.”

“Think about goblin pregnancies,” the dryad explained with a patient smile. “Goblins are very quick and sneaky. And goblin pregnancies are over very quickly, and the births come on very sneakily.”

“That is true,” Nika said after another slurp of soup. “Goblins are so good at sneaks that even our births are sneaky.”

“Now think about orcs.” Tamzin smiled at Khara. “Orcs are the most ferocious warriors, very violent and full of rampaging energy. So it only makes sense that orc pregnancies are violent and unpredictable.”

“I have not considered this before.” Khara licked a little rib meat from her claws. “This is an interesting theory. Please continue, dryad.”

“Sirens are smooth and calm and stunning,” Tamzin said. “And from what I know about Abby’s birth and Calli’s current pregnancy, things seem to move very smoothly and calmly from the time the egg begins to develop all the way to when the new little siren hatches.”

Fetch and Burp looked like they were both going to be sick from all the pregnancy talk, but Shitter just shoved another plate of fried cratini fins in front of them. It was all the distraction they needed, and they went back to happily munching while Tamzin continued to explain her theory.

“So, I think it makes sense that my pregnancy will follow my nature, don’t you?” Tamzin asked.

“Hold on a fucking second,” Ruby said, but then she held up one finger so she could finish gnawing the meat off a basilisk rib. “What about my pregnancy? Don’t I fit into your little theory somewhere? Because I’m feeling pretty fuckin’ left out over here.”

“I did not want to make you cry,” Tamzin pointed out.

“I’m fine, not feeling weepy at all.” Ruby gestured for Timber to throw her another rib across the table. “So you just go right ahead.”

“You have a lot of feelings, Ruby,” Tamzin said. “And they fluctuate a lot. So, it’s not surprising that your hormones seem to vary so much in pregnancy, and you can be devouring a plate of cookies one minute and throwing them up the next, or you can be all adorable and angry one second and then dissolve into tears the next moment.”

“Are you trying to say I’m emotional?” Ruby growled as her grip tightened on her half-eaten rib.

“Well--”

“I fucking know I am!” Ruby’s angry growl turned into a wail, and Khara immediately lunged forward and placed both her palms on the petite redhead’s cheeks.

“Go ahead, tiny dwarf,” Khara said. “I am ready for them.”

Ruby let out one tear that Khara instantly wiped away, but then the small woman seemed to recover herself.

“Apparently, there might be something to your theory,” Ruby muttered. “What’s that mean for you, though?”

“I’m not sure,” Tamzin admitted. “Perhaps I will give birth to a seed that I need to plant and make grow like Calli did with Abby’s egg. Perhaps my baby will be very vulnerable to strong winds until I teach her how to grow strong and tall. She might grow very, very fast, or it could take her much longer. I only wish I knew more.”

“We know everything we need to, beautiful,” I told her. “We know you’re safe and healthy, and you know that I’ll get you anything you could ever crave.”

“Your body has her own wisdom that you will tap into when the time is right,” Calliope assured her.

“Calli is right about everything,” Nika giggled. “You will love giving birth. You will see!”

“I cannot wait,” Tamzin sighed as she pressed one hand to her flat stomach.

After we finished eating and finished up all the nighttime chores around the homestead, we all tucked into bed and had the most restful night’s sleep that I could remember. There were no storms to wake us up, and I felt secure enough not to worry about the orcs or the humans for at least one night.

But the next day, I woke up more than ready to get back to work on my wall. I enjoyed a quick breakfast with my family, and we were all outside by the time the first sun was above the horizon. Torrance’s sons were already bringing the livestock out of the barn to graze for the day, and Matilda gave me a bashful wave from the vegetable garden. Torrance was nowhere in sight, but I figured that meant the old farmer was checking on the rest of our crops.

Timber and Blink immediately got started on running the limestone kiln. Ruby and Khara assumed their usual positions as foremen of the granite wall crew, but they pitched in on the actual work just as much as Nika, Sawsaw, Shitter, Canigo, Fetch, Burp, Calli, and Tamzin all did. My three daughters went back and forth between helping with the kiln and helping with the granite. I joined my family in building the granite wall until the second sun rose above the horizon, and then I called a break so we could eat our second breakfast of the day and admire the work we’d done so far.

We all spread out across the spare granite blocks that hadn’t been used yet, and we ate a delicious meal of BLT sandwiches with juicy berries from the garden to polish it off. The gobs also had their own BLTs, but in their case, BLT didn’t stand for bacon, lettuce, and tomato. It stood for brains, lettuce, and tripe, all courtesy of leftover underdark kills we had pickled or brined to preserve.

Except the lettuce. The lettuce was still from our garden, and I insisted on it since it couldn’t be the worst thing for half-human, half-goblins to add a few greens to their diets.

As I drank another cup of coffee, I surveyed the white granite walls gleaming in the bright suns’ light. We had already made more progress than I imagined. The wall along the northern border was about halfway completed, and the eastern wall was almost totally finished. Since Ruby was an expert stonemason, she had already managed to build a giant arch around the drawbridge too, and now we would just have to move a few things around so the drawbridge pulled up into the granite wall instead of the wooden wall right outside it.

We had even begun adding additional lookout towers along both walls. The plan was to still have the four main ones in each corner, but we wanted to add several more about every twenty feet. This way, we would have more positions to keep an eye on the surrounding countryside, and we would also have additional places to fire ranged weapons from once that part of our defenses was up and running. It was one thing for my graceful wives to flit along the tops of the walls like it was nothing, but I didn’t trust my own balance quite as much as theirs, and I definitely didn’t trust the gob boys to be quite so nimble.

I honestly couldn’t believe we’d done so much in just a few weeks. Then again, I’d never seen anyone work as hard or as fast as my family when they were focused. Other than me, anyway. If we were able to keep up this pace, I’d bet we’d have the granite wall around our property entirely finished within the next month, maybe even sooner.

We just had to get some more granite to keep up our progress.

There were only a few scraps of granite left now, but that did give me an idea of something else I wanted to be working on. Well, there were several other things I wanted to be working on, actually. But one thing at a time.

“Ruby!” I called after I gulped down another cup of coffee. “I’ve got a question for you.”

“Fucking perfect, because I’ve got an answer for you,” Ruby snickered as she came over and pulled herself up onto the granite block beside me. “What’s on your mind, Hubby?”

“I’d like us to start thinking about building some other things in addition to the wall,” I said.

“You know we’re not even halfway done with the wall though, right?” Ruby demanded.

“Yes, but you will love living in a castle, Nimble Fingers,” Nika sighed and then dropped another blueberry into her mouth like a Roman emperor eating grapes. “Just wait! It will be so big and hard and strong and thick that you never want to leave, except--”

“Are we still talking about a castle, Nika?” Ruby chuckled.

“Nobody’s building a castle yet,” I said with a smirk. “Trust me, the castle is on its way, but--”

“Where?” Nika jolted upright and held her hand above her eyes to shield against the bright suns’ light.

Then my goblin wife began to turn in every direction, as if she was looking for a castle to just rumble toward us from the horizon on magic granite legs. It was so endearing that I would have given anything in that moment to create a castle out of thin air for her, but we would have to build it the old-fashioned way, one slab of rock at a time.

I liked it better that way, anyway. Every bead of sweat and every aching muscle that went into building my homestead made it belong to me that much more, and I wouldn’t have traded the feeling of pride in my craftsmanship for anything.

“We will build the castle soon,” I told Nika with a smile. “First, we’ve gotta finish the wall, but I also want to start construction on a silo and a well. We’ve picked out the sites and broken ground on both, but we really need to get them going if we want the silo to be finished by the time we harvest the first crop of wheat.”

“So you want a silo and a well.” Ruby narrowed her hazel eyes as she gazed at the sites we’d already picked out for both. “Anything else on your list?”

“Before you answer that, my love,” Tamzin said. “What exactly is a silo? What does it do?”

“It’s a way to store grain and keep it fresh,” I said. “If our crops turn out well, we should be able to store enough wheat and corn to last us all winter. In theory, anyway.”

“Would we build the silo out of granite like the wall?” Calli asked.

“I want to save stone for the walls and future castle,” I said. “A solid wooden silo will be faster to construct. I’d worry about rats, but my boys are pretty good at catching them. The first crop of wheat will probably come in about a month from now, give or take a bit, and I want the silo to be up and ready whenever that happens. Plus, if we just use wood, we should be able to get two silos up pretty quickly, one for wheat and one for corn.”

“What about our rice?” Ruby asked. “Do you store that in a silo, too?”

“Nah, if all goes well with the rice, we should just be able to store that in sacks in the treasure hold,” I said.

“Is rice truly so valuable to humans that you keep it in your treasure stores?” Khara asked.

“Well, to some cultures on Earth, that’s probably pretty accurate,” I said. “Some people eat rice mixed with other stuff for about every meal they can. But for our purposes, I just meant we should keep it in the cellar.”

“We may need an extra fucking cellar one of these days,” Ruby said. “If you keep stockpiling treasure at the same pace you have been, we’ll run out of room sooner rather than later.”

“Just imagine,” Nika sighed happily. “Ken Jewell has so many treasures that his treasure hold cannot even hold them! We will have to build a second castle just for all of his glorious booty!”

“I’m more interested in building a castle for your glorious booty,” I chuckled, and Nika fluttered her lashes at me at the same time Ruby snorted. “But to get back to what we were talking about, we’ll need some wooden silos here pretty soon, and I’d also really like to get the well established.”

“Even with the river so close?” Calli asked.

“It is close,” I agreed. “But it’d be nice to just be able to come right outside and draw water when we need it instead of going all the way down to the river. Besides, when it comes time to plant your egg in the base of the pond like you did with Abby, I don’t want anyone or anything to disturb the little one until she hatches.”

“You are very good to already be thinking about the needs of our next baby, Ken Jewell,” Calli said with a dazzling smile.

“What kind of man would I be if I didn’t?” I returned her smile, even though it felt like I was staring straight into the suns when I looked at her beauty.

“Wooden silos shouldn’t be hard to build,” Ruby said as she hopped down from the granite block and started to pace back and forth. “Especially not if Tamzin is able to help with the wood part.”

“I can help coax the trees into coming down easily,” Tamzin agreed. “And then I can help their stumps begin to regrow so we do not lose any of our timber sources.”

“I figured as much.” Ruby nodded. “Now, as far as the well goes, that’s a little trickier. The granite ring around the well will be the easy part.”

“What’s the hard part?” Tamzin asked.

“Oh, that would be the part where we have to dig a bajillion feet down,” Ruby answered. “And also where we have to keep it from collapsing until we hit water.”

“I will be able to help hear when we are close to reaching water,” Calli volunteered.

“See?” Ruby told me. “It might be a pain, but lucky for you, you’ve got one talented-ass family. We’ll get the silos and well started soon, but we’ll keep working on the granite wall in the meantime. So, was there anything else your amazing family can do for you today?”

“Since you asked,” I chuckled, “I would also like to build some additional outhouses. But those certainly don’t need to be made out of granite or any kind of rock, for that matter. I’d want to get Torrance’s input on the outhouses, though.”

“Is the quartermaster’s outhouse not sufficient for his needs?” Khara asked. “Or does the small human girl require her own outhouse?”

“You’re not totally wrong,” I replied. “Our family at least has two outhouses, the original and the one I built for the girls, but Torrance’s family still only has the one. I imagine Matilda wouldn’t be upset if we got her an outhouse for herself, but that’s not actually what I meant when I said we should talk to Torrance.”

“Torrance doesn’t know how shitter works?” Shitter’s little green forehead wrinkled in confusion. “Shitter can explain.”

“It’s not that,” I laughed. “I want to come up with a new system, and Torrance can help.”

Shitter’s forehead remained just as wrinkled as before.

“Okay, so right now, we have a pit latrine, right?” I explained. “But Torrance mentioned that we could rig up what would basically be a composting toilet with a urine diversion system.”

Fetch and Canigo both began to chuckle at the mention of urine.

“Basically, it would keep our urine separate so we could use it as fertilizer for the plants,” I continued with a slight roll of my eyes at my boys.

“Gobs pee on garden?” Fetch scratched his head.

“No, no, no,” I said quickly. “You can’t pee straight on the garden. You have to dilute the urine with water to make it work right. Straight urine on its own would kill the plants.”

“Then no more greens?” Fetch asked hopefully. “BLT be brains, lizard tails, tripe? No lettuce?”

“You’d still have to eat your greens.” I frowned. “So don’t get any ideas. No one is going to pee on the garden.”

Nika’s shoe was in her hand in under a second, and the youngest two gob boys instantly scrambled away and started slabbing down a thick coat of mortar to the next layer of wall.

“You know we’ll need more fucking granite for all these plans,” Ruby said. “And for the wall too, obviously. We’re almost out again.”

“Then it’s a good thing I’m planning for us to go on another quarry raid tonight, isn’t it?” I grinned. “It’s been two days since we defeated the orcs. Scavengers have probably picked over all the dead orcs in the quarry by now, so I imagine there’s not much left.”

“By now, scavengers have likely picked over all the dead orcs in the underdark as well,” Khara added. “Little but bones will remain.”

“I only hope their blood hasn’t stained all my pretty white granite,” Ruby groaned.

Khara started playing with one of the many earrings piercing her pointed ear. “Do not be silly, tiny dwarf. Orc bloodstains would only make our wall more intimidating to our enemies. Imagine them sweeping over the hills from the human town or from the underdark, and when our home comes into sight, they do not see just a gleaming white granite stronghold. Instead, they see a granite stronghold already soaked in the blood of our enemies. Their bodies will tremble. Their bowels will void themselves. They will bash their own heads against our walls in order to avoid further suffering at our hands. Then their own bloodstains will be added to our walls as tribute to the might of Clan Jewell.”

“Damn, Khara,” Ruby whistled. “You really know how to paint a picture, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Khara said proudly. “With the blood of our enemies.”

“Quarry run today?” Sawsaw redirected the conversation back to our need for more granite. “One today, one tonight?”

“It’s tempting, buddy,” I replied. “But I’m gonna have to say no, only one quarry run tonight.”

“But duke gone,” Sawsaw countered.

“I know the duke is gone, and I imagine the quarry workers and all the soldiers he was paying to protect the quarry probably are, too,” I agreed. “At least until they know whether or not they’ll be getting another paycheck. But that doesn’t mean it’s safe for us to go to the quarry during the day. There’s too much risk of being exposed to any humans who might be around. Nighttime is our safest bet of staying out of human sight.”

“Even then, safety is not guaranteed,” Tamzin said. “The villagers captured me after it was dark, and they could certainly try to do the same at the quarry if there were enough villagers around who are bold enough to venture out at night.”

“Try, but fail,” Nika clarified. “No pitiful human would ever succeed against Nika’s gob squad.”

“I have no doubt you’re right.” I smiled at my goblin drill sergeant of a wife. “But it’s not a risk I’m willing to take. We’ll go get more granite tonight, even if we have to mine some ourselves.”

“But gobs almost out of stone,” Shitter pointed out.

“Which is why I want you to go on a raid for more limestone today,” I said. “Then we’ll be prepared to keep building the wall once we get more granite.”

“Shitter in charge?” my second oldest whispered. “Shitter leads his own raid?”

“Hell yeah, kiddo,” I said. “Think you can handle it?”

“Da, yes, Da!” Shitter did his best imitation of an army salute, even if he did do it a little too enthusiastically and ended up halfway stabbing his fingers into his eye.

“Good,” I said with a smile at his excitement. “Your mom will go with you, but you can pick the rest of your squad. And while you’re all getting more limestone, everyone else can keep working here on whatever projects Ruby assigns you.”

“Does this mean you’re going somewhere?” Calli’s blue eyes were filled with the same concerned look she always had whenever I had to leave home.

“I’ve gotta go to Hamstead today,” I answered. “Since it’s been two days since the orc attack, I’m hoping that any chaos in town will have settled down by now, but I need some answers, and that’s the best place I know to look for them.”

“He is going after the duchess,” Nika whispered loudly as she clutched Calli’s elbow. “How romantic! He will search the whole town for her and tear it down stone by stone if he needs to! He will kill every villager who stands in his way, and then he will tear off every piece of clothing that stands between him and his new wife!”

“Uh, Nika?” I cleared my throat. “Maybe rein it in a little, huh?”

“Rein it in?” Nika gasped. “Ken Jewell, I am just getting started!”

“I was afraid of that,” I chuckled. “Listen, I will keep my ear out for any word of the duchess, but I’m a little more concerned with getting my hands on the duke.”

“Do not worry so much.” Nika waved her hand like she was dismissing a whole battalion. “Duke Bellfrey is not a real romantic rival. His wife does not love him, and I bet she wishes he were dead just as much as you wish he were dead! So when you kill him dead, she will fall in your arms, and you will sweep her hair back and say--”

“How about I figure that out when I get there?” I smirked.

“Oh, yes, improvised words of love are always the best,” Nika agreed.

“But my love, how will you eliminate the duke since he should already be in Grimford?” Tamzin asked. “I imagine there is a very large presence of soldiers there, and even if he can’t send them against us until he gets permission from the human king, they would still prevent you from killing him.”

“I don’t have the answer to that yet,” I admitted. “I still need to find out exactly how far away Grimford is from Hamstead, and I’d like to see what else I can learn about the place while I’m at it. It’s the best shot I have at learning what I need to know, and I’ll take anything that will make it easier to find and kill the duke in the middle of a royal garrison.”

“You will be careful, won’t you?” Calli whispered.

“Careful?” Nika giggled. “Oh, Calliope, there is no need for Ken Jewell to be careful! Not when the blades of his enemies would simply bounce off his enormous muscles! Not when he laughs in the face of danger because it is so pitiful compared to the strength of his own axe swing! Not when all humans and monsters must crane their heads back to look up at the tallest of all tall kings!”

My goblin wife’s complete confidence in me always made me feel a solid foot taller than I already was, but I also understood Calliope’s concerns. The truth was that I had no idea what exactly I’d be walking into when I returned to Hamstead, since I didn’t know anything that had happened in the village since the battle between orc warriors and human soldiers.

“I’ll be careful, I promise,” I told the blonde siren.

“Yes, don’t worry, Mama,” Abby said as she skipped toward me and slipped her little hand in mine. “I will make sure we are both very careful, and no one will hurt me or Daddy.”

“Oh, do you think you’re going?” I raised an eyebrow as I looked down at my siren daughter.

“Of course!” Abby giggled. “If our future subjects are scared and upset, they will be less scared and upset when I sing them pretty songs! Unless you would like me to make them more scared and upset, and I can do that, too.”

“Shit, I hate that you might be right,” I muttered.

“You would like me to make them more scared and upset?” Abby’s eyes sparkled like I’d just given her a live crawler for a piñata that she could beat the shit out of for her birthday. “You won’t be disappointed, Daddy!”

“I meant you’re right about coming with me, sweetie,” I chuckled. “If the villagers are scared, I’ll be a lot less scary and suspicious if I come to town with my little girl, like usual. You put people at ease, princess, whether you’re singing or not.”

“Then let’s gooo!” Abby cheered as she released my hand and propelled herself toward the barn.

“Sorry you can’t come with us, girls,” I told Akana and Athena.

“That’s okay!” Athena gave a mischievous grin. “We do not mind staying home at all!”

“Wait, why not?” I frowned. “What am I missing?”

Akana suddenly produced a blue crystal that she’d been holding behind her back. It was the length of her whole arm, and only a thin strip of linen was wrapped around the base to keep the electric charge from jolting through her body. The little orc girl held it up triumphantly, and then she pulled back her arm like she was stepping up to pitch for Pete Rose.

Sawsaw darted forward even faster than I did. He grabbed Akana’s arm before she could rip loose and try to smash the crystal against the granite wall, but she dropped the crystal in the process. Fetch immediately bounded forward on all fours with his mouth open like he had just found the best new object to play his favorite game with, but I threw myself on top of the crystal before my second youngest boy could snatch up the crystal in his jaws.

I held myself in a low plank position over the crystal so it wasn’t quite touching me but also so Fetch couldn’t reach it. As soon as Shitter pulled Fetch away, I rocked back on my heels, exhaled, and leveled my gaze on Athena, Akana, and Sawsaw.

“Because we get to grind up crystals and make more bombs!” Athena finally giggled. “Sawsaw promised!”

“All under control,” Sawsaw assured me as he carefully picked up the fallen crystal from the ground. “Sawsaw help girls.”

“It’s a good thing you have lightning fast reflexes, kid,” I panted. “Do you think you remember the recipe to make more black powder?”

“Sawsaw remembers,” my oldest confirmed. “Auntie Tamzin and Auntie Calli help, too.”

“Oh, yes, we would be happy to help whenever we are not working on the wall,” Tamzin said quickly.

“Okay, then that settles it,” I said. “Shitter will lead an expedition to the limestone quarry. Sawsaw will lead the girls in making more black powder with the crystal dust. Ruby will lead construction of the wall and whatever else she decides. And Abby and I will go to Hamstead to see what we can find out.”

It only took a few minutes for Markus to get Charlie and the wagon ready for me. While he got the horse all hitched up, I slipped on the horsehair wig I always wore into Hamstead these days and adjusted it until it sat right. I wished briefly that the disguise I’d worn the first time I’d gone to town with Abby had been something slightly more comfortable, but now that everyone knew my daughter by sight, I couldn’t just change my appearance anymore.

At least no one guessed that the shaggy-haired man with the blonde angel of a daughter was Crazy Ken.

After a quick goodbye to the rest of my family, my siren daughter climbed up onto the driver’s bench beside me, and we set out east until we hit the Hamstead-Buckshire road. Once we turned north on the main road, we crossed paths with a few people heading south, but most of them looked like merchants or farmers, and none of them spared a second glance for a man on the way to town with his daughter.

I kept expecting the road ahead to suddenly fill with a dust cloud from an army of soldiers sent by the king to burn the whole countryside until they rooted out Crazy Ken from his hiding place. Not that I actually knew where the king lived or where he would send his soldiers from, if not from Grimford. It reminded me that I really did need to get my hands on a map of the Leontanis Kingdom, but for now, the road remained clear, and there was nothing to do but enjoy a sunny drive with my oldest daughter.

Still, it did seem a little strange that, based on the people we passed in the road, there were no signs to indicate that there had been a horrific battle between orcs and humans only two days ago.

That all changed when we reached the outskirts of Hamstead.

The first farm we passed had sharpened stakes planted in the ground all around the border of the house and barn. The second farm had new boards over their windows, as if a few pieces of hastily nailed wood were enough to keep out a horde of rampaging orcs. When we passed the third main farm on the way into Hamstead, the farmer and his two sons all eyed us suspiciously where they were out chopping wood with some very shiny, sharp axes. As soon as Abby waved to them, they seemed to relax, but I couldn’t shake how new their axes looked.

Or the fact that there had been several scarecrows all lined up behind the woodpile, each with different axe wounds spilling out straw like guts. Those men were planning to defend themselves against something, and it looked like they had already started practicing. Far be it from me to deny a man the right to defend his own family, but it made me more than a little nervous to know that I was exactly what they were planning to protect themselves from.

When we reached Hamstead, the situation wasn’t any better. Villagers were rushing back and forth in such a rush that Charlie kept having to stop to avoid running over people who just dashed right in front of him. Shops still seemed to be open, but every other window I passed was boarded up. Several doors had even been halfway boarded up so anyone who needed to come or go had to duck down and crawl out on hands and knees.

But the thing that concerned me the most was the number of village men armed with all sorts of axes, hoes, pitchforks, and any other crude weapon they could get their hands on. Some of them were just strolling down the street like they didn’t have a care in the world as long as they had some kind of weapon propped against their shoulder, but more than a few men were running drills with others.

They seemed to be forming their own fucking militia.

“Shit,” I muttered. “This can’t be good.”
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Chapter 6

The only thing to do was get to Elvira’s as fast as possible.

I was sure the old alchemist would still be open today, and if anyone could tell me more about what was happening in Hamstead, it was her. I trusted her, and there were precious few people outside my homestead that I could say that about. In fact, I could count them on less than one hand: Elvira, Penelope, and at least to some small extent, Duchess Safia.

Still, I did feel a little reassured at just how bad the townsfolk looked like they were handling their weapons. It was one thing for farmers and shopkeepers to use axes to chop wood or use hoes to keep gardens in good working order, but it was a whole different matter to swing them around like you planned to take a life with them.

These men all seemed much better suited to shopkeeping than slaughtering, but it made me feel slightly more relaxed when they all kept accidentally hitting each other or themselves.

But only slightly.

“Daddy!” Abby whispered as she scooted closer to me on the bench.

“What’s up, sweetie?” I asked.

For half a second, I wondered if the sight of so many makeshift weapons had made my little girl scared. Then she immediately opened her mouth again and reminded me with a swell of pride just how much of a siren she was.

“Daddy, do you think we should tell them?” Abby asked. “They are wasting so much time marching up and down with their sad weapons. Don’t you think we should tell them to go home and get back to work so they have plenty of tribute to pay you when we conquer them?”

“Nah,” I chuckled. “That will just have to be a fun surprise for them.”

“Oh, I love surprises!” Abby started humming, but I cleared my throat before she could get out more than a few notes.

“Not that kind of surprise,” I said firmly. “I don’t want to stir the village up any more than it already is. I just want to talk to Elvira, that’s all.”

Abby just nodded and giggled, but she still hummed a few notes every now and then. I didn’t notice any strange behavior from the townsfolk we passed, but every time she hummed, Charlie started to pick up his hooves a little higher until he was positively prancing forward. The horse didn’t seem to mind it, and based on how high he held his head, I thought he might actually be enjoying the little extra lift in his step.

When we reached Elvira’s shop, I tied up Charlie extra tight to the post outside, and I made sure that I positioned him close enough for me to always keep an eye on him even when I was inside the store. Boarded-up windows and men trying to run battle drills in the streets meant that looting would probably follow at some point, and I wasn’t about to let my faithful black horse get snatched in any kind of village chaos.

“Come on, princess.” I lifted Abby down from the wagon, slipped my hand firmly into hers, and entered Elvira’s shop.

“Before you ask again, I am not boarding up my shop, not even if the king himself asks me to,” Elvira snapped from behind the counter, where her back was to the door.

“I won’t ask you to board up your shop, and I am definitely not the king,” I chuckled.

“Yet,” Abby whispered, and then she released my hand so she could go admire all the potions and pretty glass bottles around the store.

“Oh!” Elvira gasped as she turned around. “Doctor Frankenstein! I’m sorry, friend. I thought you were someone else.”

I almost laughed when Elvira called me Doctor Frankenstein, but I reminded myself it was the only name she knew for me. She usually just called me her friend instead of by the name that I’d given her when we first met. But every now and then, she still called me Frankenstein, and it made me laugh at the same time it forced me to remember that as long as I wore this shaggy horsehair wig, this was the name I was supposed to go by.

“I figured it was a case of mistaken identity,” I said with a smirk, and then I forced myself to play dumb. “What the hell is going on out there? It’s total chaos.”

“You haven’t heard?” Elvira slowly made her way out from behind the shop counter, but she was leaning slightly on a cane that I’d never seen her use before.

“Shit, are you okay?” I demanded. “You don’t need to stand on my account. Here, sit down.”

I grabbed a stool from below the counter and helped the old alchemist sit down. She patted my hand and took a deep breath, but when she recovered herself, her eyes seemed just as bright as ever.

“I’m alright, no need to look so concerned,” Elvira said. “I’m not on death’s door or anything. Just got a bit of rheumatism acting up, on account of how busy the last two days have been.”

“What happened?” I pulled up a stool to sit beside her, but I double-checked to make sure I could still see Charlie outside and Abby where she was flitting around the inside of the shop.

“It’s been madness,” Elvira chuckled. “I know I shouldn’t laugh about it, and the Holy Twins know that I don’t want any trouble to come to my doorstep, but at this point, I’m not sure what else to do but laugh. This past week has been… Well, it’s been absolutely insane since the dryad escaped.”

My heart immediately began hammering inside my chest. I knew Elvira had been sympathetic to Tamzin’s situation, at least to the point of wishing her a peaceful execution instead of the tortuous one the villagers had planned for her. But that didn’t mean the alchemist would be over the moon if she discovered that I had been the one to break the dryad out of jail and then bring her home with me as my new monster wife.

“The dryad escaped?” I repeated and tried to keep my expression as neutral as possible.

“Forgive me, I’ve forgotten how fast this has all happened.” Elvira shook her head. “I’ll try to keep it quick, although I can’t promise anything. It’s not every day that an old woman gets to be the first one to share town gossip.”

“You’ve got my full attention,” I said with a smile. “As long as you don’t mind Abby running around your shop while we talk.”

“Not at all,” the alchemist answered. “It does my old bones good to see someone so young around here. If she was a little older, I’d even offer to teach her a few things.”

“She’s probably already learned more from watching you than you realize,” I chuckled.

Elvira took a deep breath and settled into her story. “The first thing that happened was that dryad escaping. Nobody heard anything except some woman screaming something about Crazy Ken, but by the time anybody got to the jail, it was too late. All ten of the jail guards were dead, completely mutilated from what I heard. Not that I blame the dryad for what she did to them, of course. Not after the way they treated her in the first place.”

“How did she escape?” I asked.

“No one’s really sure,” Elvira replied. “But since some woman screamed about Crazy Ken at around the same time, a lot of folks just assume he broke into the jail, helped the dryad kill everybody, and then ran off back into the underdark. That’s not everyone’s theory, though.”

“No?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Well, it was until the orc attack,” Elvira said, and since the old woman seemed so excited to be telling the story, I did my best to look appropriately stunned by this announcement.

“Orcs?” I demanded.

“As I live and breathe,” Elvira answered. “They attacked Duke Bellfrey’s castle out of nowhere. Thousands of them just pounded the duke’s forces into oblivion, apparently. The smell of the dead has been so bad that villagers have only just now sent in crews to search for survivors, not that they’ve found any, from what I’ve heard.”

“Fuck…” My heart was still jackhammering against my ribcage, but I forced out my next question. “What happened to the duke and duchess?”

“If you listen to the soldiers’ gossip, they’ll tell you the duke fled north to Grimford,” Elvira replied.

“I thought the orcs killed all the duke’s soldiers,” I said.

“Most of them,” Elvira answered. “A few escaped when the battle really started to go south, and they high-tailed it all the way down here to Hamstead. Said they didn’t sign up to face off against a monster horde when their own duke ran away during the battle.”

“I’m not surprised he ran away like a coward, based on everything you’ve told me about the duke,” I said.

“It’s true.” Elvira shook her head. “So naturally, when the orc attack happened right after the dryad escaped, some townsfolk started blaming the orcs for freeing the dryad. Some say Crazy Ken was at the head of the orc army himself, and after he freed his dryad lover from jail, he led his monstrous forces against the duke to punish him for capturing her in the first place.”

I was impressed at how relatively close to the truth that theory was.

“Well, I can’t say that I’m sad about the duke getting what he deserved,” I said. “Even if the rest of it was, uh… messy.”

“I only hope the bastard has time to have a few regrets now that he’s sitting on his ass with his soldiers all dead and his castle in ruins,” Elvira spat. “I hope he’s going crazy wondering what happened to his wife. Not that he cares about her for her own sake, you know. But he could at least have the decency to care what happens to her for the sake of her position as his duchess.”

“She didn’t escape with him?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

“No, the poor dear,” Elvira sighed. “He abandoned her faster than a soldier abandons all his promises of love to a whore he gets pregnant.”

“Jesus,” I muttered.

“Who, dear?” Elvira asked.

“Ah, nothing,” I sighed. “So you don’t know what happened to the duchess?”

“Nobody’s found her body in the keep,” Elvira answered. “And I believe the search parties were quite thorough. Everybody wanted to be the one to find the duchess and return her to the duke for a reward, but nobody’s found any trace of her in the castle.”

“Maybe the orcs kidnapped her and carried her away to their own castle,” Abby said as she skipped back over from where she’d been admiring a tray of pink-tinted glass bottles. “Or maybe Crazy Ken kidnapped her and brought her back to play with the dryad who escaped!”

I glared at Abby before she could say anything else, but my little girl just giggled and skipped away again to look at a few purple powders Elvira had on display.

“Children have such imaginations,” Elvira chuckled, but then her expression grew serious again. “I won’t lie, the thought has crossed my mind, although Abby is entirely too innocent to understand what a kidnapping like that might mean for the duchess.”

I wanted to tell her that Safia would be in safer hands with Crazy Ken than she would around most of the assholes who lived in this village, much less around the assholes who’d lived in the castle, and around one Duke Asshole in particular. But I kept my mouth shut and waited for Elvira to go on. She still hadn’t let out the final sigh she usually did whenever she came to the conclusion of a story, and that meant she still had some tidbit of information that she was itching to tell me.

I couldn’t help but indulge her. She had been too good of a friend to me, and if I could serve as an enthusiastic audience while she relished telling her story, then it was the least I could do.

“I hope young Abby is wrong,” Elvira went on. “There’s a rumor by some of the soldiers who escaped that the duchess wasn’t even there when the attack started.”

“Really?” I leaned forward on my stool.

“Really,” Elvira replied, and she leaned forward conspiratorially to match my body language. “They say they went to find the duchess and move her to a safer location, but she was already gone. And some of the villagers keep saying they’ve spotted her around town, but of course, they all say they’ve seen her in different locations, wearing different clothes, and with very different physical descriptions.”

“So there’s no chance she’s in Hamstead?” I asked.

“Two or three soldiers from the castle insist they’ve seen her darting around some of the alleys at night,” the alchemist replied. “And their physical descriptions match her since of course, they’ve actually seen her before and know what she looks like. Everyone else is full of horse shit, but what those soldiers have said makes me hopeful. Maybe she’s found a safe place somewhere in Hamstead to lie low for a while.”

“Is that what you think happened?” I asked.

“It’s what I hope happened,” Elvira answered. “Although I’m afraid it’s probably much more likely that she tried to run away in the chaos of the battle, and then she probably got killed before she made it very far at all. Can you imagine? All that time locked up in the castle, and then in her first breath of freedom, she gets cut down by an angry orc?”

“You never know,” I said. “Nobody found her body, so there’s still a chance she escaped somewhere safe.”

“I hope so.” Elvira smoothed back one of the wispy iron-gray hairs that had escaped from her tight bun. “For whatever good the hopes of an old woman may do her.”

“It’s always good to have hope,” I said with a smile. “And who knows? Maybe the duke will come back from Grimford with a whole army of reinforcements to make the villagers feel safe again.”

“I don’t think anyone will feel safer knowing that he abandoned his own troops during battle,” Elvira chuckled. “But I wouldn’t say no if he showed up and helped calm down some of the madness that’s been happening here. Pub owners drilling with axes in the streets? That’s a recipe for accidental death or maiming, if I’ve ever seen one.”

“I can’t say I disagree with you,” I said. “I’m surprised the duke hasn’t already come back, though.”

“Oh, that would be on account of him waiting for the king’s permission,” Elvira said.

I already knew this, but I wanted to see if my friend had any additional information that she could add about the king’s reinforcements. I cocked an eyebrow and waited, and the old woman leaned over and patted my leg.

“That’s right, I forget you’re not from around here, so you don’t know how everything works,” Elvira said with a wink, and for a moment, my stomach flipped like she was about to tell me that she knew I wasn’t from this world. “Not that I know how everything works myself, you understand, but I suppose I’ve lived in town long enough to pick up a few more things than a family man from down south such as yourself.”

Hopefully she couldn’t see the tension evaporate from my shoulders, because I suddenly felt like I could inflate my lungs all the way again.

“Anyway,” Elvira continued, “my point was that Bellfrey can’t even wipe his own ass when it comes to the royal troops stationed at Grimford. He’ll need permission from the king to take command of them and use them for his own reasons, and who knows when or if the king will respond?”

“If?” I repeated. “Won’t the king be concerned about an orc uprising or whatever that was the other night?”

“It will probably get his attention,” the alchemist agreed. “Even if he will likely be more concerned about the fact that Duke Bellfrey lost almost all his own soldiers. Plus of course the fact that he’ll have to believe the duke’s messengers in the first place, instead of assuming Bellfrey is just trying to get additional troops to stage his own uprising against the king.”

“I take it the duke and the king don’t have a lot of love for each other?” I asked.

“I’m out of my depth with that question,” Elvira chuckled. “I can only tell you what I’ve seen with my own eyes, and that’s that human politics sometimes get even uglier than what monsters do to humans. The duke and the king can both sod off as far as I’m concerned. They’ve done nothing for me but collect taxes and then not provide us with half the things they’re supposed to.”

“Like what?” I asked.

“For one thing, repairs to the bridges in town so I don’t have to worry about them breaking under my old bones every time I cross,” Elvira huffed. “But I’d also take protection for the village that doesn’t just take the form of soldiers swaggering in and spending their coin at brothels, although I suppose I shouldn’t speak ill of them who are dead now.”

“Them being dead doesn’t make it any less true,” I said.

“Have you ever been to Grimford, Miss Elvira?” Abby popped up from behind the shop counter like she was levitating, but then she moved slightly and a stool creaked beneath her. “My daddy has promised to take me to all the places in the kingdom one day, and if Grimford is nice, maybe we could start there!”

“Ah, I’m afraid Grimford isn’t a place for the likes of common folk like me and your father,” Elvira said.

“But he isn’t common,” Abby stage-whispered. “He’s the king of everything!”

I gave my siren daughter a stern look, but she just giggled and hopped down from the stool so she could come back around the counter. Abby leaned against my calf and looked up at the old alchemist with the sweetest, most innocent look in her devious brown eyes, but I knew she didn’t have to use siren magic to charm the old woman.

Elvira was smitten with her purely for her own sake, no songs required.

“I’m sure he is,” Elvira said with an indulgent smile at my little girl. “But Grimford is a place where only soldiers or very noble people go. People that King Leon recognizes as noble, even if they’re not actually worth the dust I could shake from my boots.”

“Then Grimford sounds very boring,” Abby sighed.

“It sounds expensive,” I chuckled.

“Like I said, I don’t know much about things like that,” Elvira said. “All I’d like to know is whether the duchess is still alive somewhere and if Duke Bellfrey will bring soldiers down here to try and restore a little order to Hamstead. Or at the very least, come down and keep these fools around town from accidentally killing each other trying to show off how they’d kill an orc.”

“It is very silly,” Abby said decisively. “The orcs would definitely kill them first.”

“You’re probably right about that,” Elvira laughed, and then she gave the heavy sigh that she always did when she came to the end of her story.

There was a slight rattle in her lungs at the end of her sigh, and she closed her eyes for a few seconds, as if she really wanted to relish the feeling of all the air emptying out of her old body. Then she blinked and gave a little shrug of her shoulders to stretch, and I cleared my throat to ask her an important question I’d been putting off.

“How long do you think it’ll be before you know if Bellfrey gets the king’s permission?” I asked.

“Hard to say.” Elvira shrugged. “King Leon lives east of here, maybe three days of hard riding. So it’s probably a good four days of riding from Grimford, since they’re north of us. But who knows how long it will take for the messengers from Grimford to get to the capital, be granted an audience with the king, persuade him to give the duke permission, and then ride all the way back to Grimford with the king’s answer?”

“At least a week, I guess,” I said. “I wish I’d known before I came to town today. I thought we’d just pick up a few things, but it’s such madness out there that I don’t know if I want to deal with anybody. Do you need anything done before I head out?”

“Bless you for asking, my friend,” the alchemist replied. “But no. I’ve been here this long without boarding up my door and windows, and I won’t board them up now either, no matter how many people tell me the orcs will come break into my shop.”

“I think it’s far more likely that people would break into your shop and try to steal your living out from under you,” I said. “Are you sure you don’t want me to rig up any kind of defenses for you?”

“I’ve thought about that,” Elvira sighed. “But if I board up my door and windows, I’d have to take off the boards too, and that’s a bit more work than these tired muscles can handle.”

I glanced around the inside of her shop again. The window displays were one of the biggest draws to her store, and it would be a shame to cover them up. But I didn’t trust the hyped-up villagers not to break in and try to steal from Elvira in a panicked riot later, and I wanted to give her store at least a little protection.

“I’ll be back,” I announced. “I have an idea, if you could just keep an eye on Abby for me.”

“You don’t need to--”

“Nope,” I cut her off. “I don’t want to hear it. Giving you a little peace of mind is the least I can do after you’ve been such a good friend to me.”

I hurried out the door before the alchemist could keep protesting. What she really needed was a metal security grill that she could roll up or down over her windows. It would keep people from breaking in, but it could also be moved during the day and would therefore look a lot less unsightly than a bunch of boards nailed into place.

But since I didn’t have access to a metal security grill or the time it would take to commission one from the blacksmith, I figured I’d do the next best thing, and that was to set traps for anybody who decided to break in after hours.

A lot of traps.

I kept my head down as I moved around the village and gathered all the supplies I needed for the alchemist’s shop. Nobody blinked at the kinds of things I was buying either, but that was probably because they assumed I was trying to set up my own defenses against Crazy Ken and his underdark army of rampaging orcs.

If only they’d known that Crazy Ken’s army was actually so much worse.

If I’d actually been setting my own defenses, they would have been a lot more complicated, and they definitely would have involved some grenades attached to tripwires. I would have loved to go all out for Elvira, but the most important detail here was that everything would be easy to set up and take down herself. Plus, I didn’t imagine that the alchemist actually wanted to kill any of the townsfolk she saw day in and day out, even if they did sometimes annoy her.

Either way, there were plenty of easy and non-lethal traps I could design for her, and this also gave me a chance to snoop around town without worrying about what my daughter might overhear. Abby might be a ferocious siren with an incredible appetite for inflicting terror on my enemies, but she was still my little girl, and I passed by plenty of people in conversation whose throats I would have ripped out if they’d spoken that way around her.

For the most part, people were scared. Of course, there were some men who bragged about taking Crazy Ken out personally whenever he showed up with his dryad lover, and a decent number of them bragged about everything they would do to Tamzin afterward. Every time I heard someone mention anything along those lines, I had to channel all my rage into buying supplies for Elvira’s shop, and I hoped every last one of these bastards would try to break in, purely so they would find themselves in a world of hurt.

But both the terrified and the cocky villagers were all busy trying to put up as many defenses for the town as they could manage. Without the duke and his army nearby, they were pretty much on their own against any underdark monsters, and they were all clearly aware of this fact. It was almost enough to make me feel bad for them.

But only almost.

Several groups of men carried sharpened stakes toward the outskirts of Hamstead to plant facing outward, and I wondered if they’d try to rig up some kind of gate across the main roads into the village. Not that orcs or any other monsters would give a shit about sticking to the road, but it would at least prevent soldiers on horseback from riding into the town unannounced.

And if I knew anything about human politics, it was that there were probably plenty of assholes around who would take advantage of the duke’s defeat and try to push in on his territory for themselves. Unless of course, Bellfrey managed to convince the king he needed the royal troops in time to come back and save his territory.

Although, by then, I planned for him to be long dead by my own hand.

For now, I stuck to my own business as much as possible, even if it was hard not to linger by every conversation I heard. I only stopped a few times when I thought someone might actually be saying something useful, or when there was a rumor about the Monster Lover of Mer Bay that was just too good to pass up.

“I heard he threw the duchess over his shoulder and carried her off to his lair,” one man told another as we waited in line at the blacksmith’s. “Once he satisfies his unnatural appetites with her, he’ll most likely feed her to his orc army, poor thing.”

“Don’t you think the duke will rescue her?” the man’s companion replied. “He may not have much love for her, but surely he wouldn’t let that happen, would he?”

“He would if it kept Crazy Ken off his own doorstep,” the first man said.

“But Ezra said he saw the duchess here in town just last night,” the second man countered. “Said she was poking around his neighbor’s stables until a noise spooked her off.”

“Oh, was that before or after Ezra single-handedly fought off Crazy Ken and saved the whole town?” the first man chuckled. “Ezra don’t even know what day it is, much less what a duchess looks like.”

The woman in front of them in line turned around with a sly expression.

“I heard that the duchess opened the castle door to the orcs when she saw them coming,” she whispered. “She let them walk right in, and then she escaped out the back while they slaughtered all her husband’s soldiers. Now she’s holed up somewhere in Hamstead and just waiting for the chance to slip away unnoticed.”

“So in your little theory, the orcs just let her go?” the first man snorted. “That would mean the monsters had some sort of reasoning skills. What do you think they are, human?”

“You’re all so far off it’s fucking stupid,” the blacksmith muttered as the line moved up one. “The duchess ran off with her soldier lover, only I reckon he decided it required too much coin to keep a duchess set up in the style that she’s accustomed to, so he abandoned her, and now she’s on her own.”

“And you know this how?” the woman in line demanded.

“Saw her myself with my own two eyes,” the blacksmith answered. “Couple nights ago now, before the orc attack. I was working late trying to finish an order for one of Bellfrey’s lords in the north, and the glint of something gold caught my eye through the window. I thought it was a bit of torchlight, maybe someone up to no good. So, I doused my own light and snuck outside.”

I didn’t say anything, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit that I was just as enthralled with the blacksmith’s story as the rest of his audience. Most of what I’d heard about the duchess so far sounded like a bunch of bullshit, but it was interesting that more than one person claimed to have seen her around town.

Then again, people also claimed that Crazy Ken farted lightning bolts that set barns on fire and stole human children to use their blood in rituals that would destroy the Holy Twins, right before he fed their remains to his monstrous army.

But I still couldn’t help being curious that maybe someone had seen the duchess, and maybe Safia was closer than I imagined.

“I stuck to the shadows in case it was a thief come to try and steal my metal in the night,” the blacksmith continued. “And that was when I saw her. A tall woman in a long cloak, but with a dress under her cloak that looked like it was made out of pure gold. She was creeping along on foot, and she stopped at every intersection like she was facing the most important decision of her life.”

“You’re having us on,” the second man whispered, but he sounded pretty convinced to me.

“On my life, I’m not lying,” the blacksmith replied.

“What did you do when you saw her?” the woman asked.

“What I wanted to do was march right up to her and tell her if she was looking for somewhere to stay the night, I had a real nice bed she could use, just as long as she didn’t mind sharing and paying her proper dues,” the blacksmith laughed, and a ripple of tension swept up my arms from my clenched fists. “But the truth is, I never got the chance. Some other woman came up behind her, a maid I guess, and started talking, and then they disappeared down the next street faster than I could follow them with my bad leg.”

“You should’ve offered them both a place to stay the night,” the first man chuckled. “Maids are always willing, even if duchesses ain’t.”

I was surprised they were talking like this in front of a woman, but the woman in line laughed right along with them, and it turned my stomach. It just went to show you that there were all sorts of shit people in the world, and it didn’t really matter whether they were male or female.

“Where do you think they ran off to?” the second man asked.

“Who the fuck knows?” The blacksmith shrugged. “Probably started whoring out their services as soon as they realized us townsfolk ain’t got no use for hoity-toity manners if they don’t come with coin.”

“Then why haven’t you run into her again?” the woman snickered. “From what I hear, you spend more time at the brothel some days than you do at your shop.”

“Maybe I’m saving up,” the blacksmith chuckled. “Now, what did you say you needed?”

I’d heard enough. I wasn’t about to stand around and actually pay this asshole for anything, so with the most polite nod I could muster, I made my excuses and ducked out the door. Then I immediately headed to the back of the man’s shop and snuck in through the back door.

There was a whole stockpile of extra goods back here, and he was so busy gossiping that he didn’t even hear me. After I made sure nobody was watching, I gathered up what I needed for my traps and just took it.

If I could have robbed his whole stock, I would have.

As I drove Charlie back to Elvira’s shop, I kept having to force my jaw to unclench. Based on the way the blacksmith had described her, it was actually possible that he’d seen the duchess. At least it sounded like a maid had been with her, so if nothing else, Safia wouldn’t be alone here. Maybe she’d been trying to find a horse to steal and ride out of town, only then the orc attack had happened, and everyone had buckled down on their own security and made this impossible.

I wished Sawsaw or Akana was with me to try and sniff out the duchess’ trail. Abby was fantastic at getting people to follow us, but orcs and goblins were better at actually following other people. If the blacksmith really had seen the duchess, she might be hiding in an abandoned building somewhere. She could be sneaking out at night to find food, and then eventually, maybe she’d find a horse she could steal and ride somewhere far away.

Maybe I would ask Abby to see what she could do, anyway. I hated the thought of Safia hiding out in Hamstead, alone and hungry, especially when none of the townsfolk seemed charitably-minded when it came to the duchess. Of course, I imagined the commanding woman could make the blacksmith’s dick shrivel up to about the size of a quarter if he even looked at her wrong, but that didn’t mean I wanted her to be at the mercy of these assholes.

When I got back to Elvira’s shop, I tried to push the duchess out of my mind for the moment. Elvira and my daughter were playing around with some potions in the back, and that let me focus on my work undisturbed. I only had to ask her for one ingredient from her storeroom to help me with the door. It took a little over half an hour to finish everything up, and then I called the alchemist over so I could show her how everything worked.

“Alright, first up, you’ve got your standard nail boards,” I said as I pointed out the long nail-studded boards that now lined her window ledges. “These should make most looters think twice about breaking in, because they’ll assume if you have nail boards here, you might have more surprises in store inside. And since these boards line the bottom of your whole window, it’d be pretty difficult for anybody coming in through the window to avoid them completely. Even the sturdiest boots wouldn’t hold up against a nail straight through the sole.”

“I appreciate that you can still see my goods on display in the window,” Elvira said with an appraising nod. “The nails almost look like part of the display, to be honest. It makes my bottles look like they’re meant to poison a man instead of cure warts.”

“Keep them guessing, right?” I grinned. “Now, if they do happen to make it inside past the nail boards, I’ve got these bad boys all ready for them.”

Elvira peered into the bag I offered her, but she didn’t seem to understand what she was seeing.

“Bent nails?” the alchemist asked.

“They’re called caltrops,” I said. “I took some off the blacksmith, but don’t let him know that. He probably saves those for nobles, but lucky for you, he pissed me off today. Normally, you throw these across a road, and they injure horses or break wheels, that sort of thing. But they’re equally effective for puncturing somebody’s foot, especially when you’ve got enough to cover the entire floor. Which you now do. All you have to do is pour them on the ground and use a broom to spread them out before you lock up for the day. Then in the morning, you can just sweep them up again, and you never even have to bend over or strain your back.”

“I don’t know what I did to deserve you, friend,” Elvira said as she wiped the corners of her eyes.

“We’re not done.” I turned toward the door so she wouldn’t be embarrassed by her tears. “Abby, would you like to show her how this one works?”

“Yes, please!” my siren daughter answered. “This one is very important, Miss Elvira. It’s called a tripwire, and it will hurt any bad men who try to come through your door. It’s a string attached to a jar of your own heat powder.”

“I wondered what you were going to use that for,” Elvira said. “I usually mix it into a paste and use it to bring extra blood to sore muscles so the heat helps them relax. But how is it supposed to work here?”

“Oh, it’ll still be hot,” I chuckled. “If anyone comes in when you’re not here, the string will tip over the jar from up on that shelf, and the powder will explode all over their faces.”

“Which will make them shit their pants once the burning sets into their eyes,” Elvira said with a mischievous nod. “That’s not an exaggeration, by the way. You really have to dilute that powder, or it’ll make you claw your own skin off.”

“Can we bring some home, Daddy?” Abby whispered.

“I’ll give you your very own little tiny jar as thanks for your help today, Abby,” Elvira said. “But only if you promise not to use it without your father’s permission and supervision.”

“I promise,” Abby said solemnly, even though I already knew damn well my bloodthirsty little princess would never stick to her promise.

After Abby showed the alchemist how to set up and take down the tripwire without exploding the burning powder on herself, I brought out my final line of self-defense for her. It was a small knife with a blade no longer than my palm, but this wasn’t something I’d picked up in town. This was one of the extra blades we usually kept in the wagon just in case we ran into any trouble, and this one was meant to be used by someone as small as my daughters.

“I know you’ve got plenty of knives in the back to create all your powders and potions,” I told her. “But this one is small enough you can keep it in your apron pocket all the time. If there’s ever any trouble while you’re actually in the shop, and you don’t have time to set up all your defenses, this will at least be a last resort.”

“I’m sure it won’t come to that,” Elvira said, but she slipped the blade into her pocket anyway. “And if it does, they will find that their old alchemist is made of sterner stuff than they ever dreamed of.”

“I wouldn’t mess with you,” I said with a smile. “Look, I’m sure you’ve got plenty of powders that could make a man forget his own name, but I just wanted to give you something in case things go badly in the town. There are a lot of bad feelings out there, and I’m sure there’s plenty of people who’d like to take advantage of the chaos.”

Elvira didn’t laugh or dismiss my concerns, and she didn’t even tell me that I shouldn’t have gone to all this trouble. Instead, the gray-haired alchemist just reached up to pat my cheek like an old grandmother. Her eyes looked misty, but she pretended a stray hair had gotten into her eye.

“You’re a good man, my friend,” Elvira said. “Thank you for all this.”

“Don’t mention it,” I replied. “Friends have to stick together, right?”

Before the alchemist could answer, a loud horn sounded from the street. Someone started yelling after that, but I couldn’t quite hear it from inside the shop, and I glanced at Elvira to see if she knew what was going on.

“That’s the town crier,” the alchemist whispered. “Something must have happened.”

“Stay with Abby,” I growled, and then I slipped out the door before either of them had a chance to argue.
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Chapter 7

“Hear ye, hear ye!” the town crier shouted from a second-story balcony down the street. “Gather round, my friends, and hear the news!”

I kept my broad shoulders slightly hunched forward, but so many people surged around me to hear the town crier that I didn’t really stand out anyway. I was sure they were all waiting to hear that the king was personally sending soldiers to rescue them, although at this point, they probably even would have settled for the return of the duke.

But what kept me from moving too far forward was the sight of the twenty people assembled on the ground just below the balcony. Both their clothes and the way they carried themselves told me they didn’t belong to Hamstead or probably any other village, for that matter. They had the bearings of warriors, and from the way that nobody else in the town was getting too close to them, I figured the villagers must sense this, too.

Twelve of the strangers were clothed in light armor. A few of these only wore more heavily padded clothing, but they were armed with bows that told me they didn’t plan to get close enough to their enemies to risk a direct attack. But the rest of the twelve, including two women, wore leather armor with swords and daggers sheathed at their belts.

Four more strangers in the group wore only long robes without any visible armor. One was a woman, but the other three were all men. It was possible they had some kind of protection underneath their robes, but I guessed these must be humans with powerful enough magic abilities to serve as spellcasters. The king was supposed to have the best magi, but I’d also seen a number of them defend the duke’s castle. They had failed in the end, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t been impressive.

The last four men in the group of twenty all wore heavier armor and arms. Two had on hefty chain mail shirts, and the other two were dressed in full plate armor like knights from a fairy tale. The two in chain mail had massive battle axes strapped to their backs, but the two in plate armor had swords at their sides and shields slung across their spines.

It was a lot to take in, especially since I had a very good idea of exactly why these people were here. They looked like twenty trained, professional killers, and at the end of the day, there weren’t a whole lot of reasons that a band like that would show up in a place like this.

“Today, a mighty band of heroic adventurers begin their quest to track down and exterminate the Monster Lover!” the town crier called. “Our own brave Derrin sent word to these impressive hunters all the way in the capital and asked them to come help him slay Crazy Ken and his forces of evil!”

One of the men in light armor gave a little wave in the back, and I guessed that must be Derrin.

“Derrin’s brother is a fierce warrior, and he has led his band of hunters all the way down here to join Derrin in a quest to rid our countryside of the Monster Lover!” the town crier continued. “They have come all the way from the capital, but alas! It seems that word of our beloved duke’s fall has not yet reached the capital or the king.”

There were a few snickers in the audience at the idea of the ‘beloved’ duke, but one look from an armor-clad man in the group of hunters quickly silenced them.

“When they arrived and heard the news of our beloved duke’s fall, they were appalled!” the town crier continued. “Shocked! Upset! Seething with anger! But what they did not feel was any fear. Oh, no, my friends! They did not feel fear, and they did not feel confusion. They know what the rest of you all know in your hearts to be true: Crazy Ken was behind the attack on our beloved duke! His hordes of ugly orcs are the ones who attacked him!”

“Do you think he has any evidence for that?” I muttered.

“Eh, I’ve heard enough,” a woman in the crowd grumbled nearby. “They’re only saying Crazy Ken was behind the attack because it’s a better sell.”

“Do not flee in fear, good woman!” the town crier called. “The Monster Lover is the only one terrifying enough to lead an attack on the duke himself. But not to worry! When these hunters heard about the duke’s fall, it only strengthened their resolve to eliminate Crazy Ken.”

The woman left anyway, but I noticed that everyone else in the crowd seemed eager to believe the advertising.

“Oh, yes!” the town crier continued. “These hunters have gone on so many adventures and seen so much evil in the world. Killing Crazy Ken seems like nothing more than a simple chore! So follow their example, and have no fear! They will track him down starting today, and when they find him, we may all sleep soundly in our beds again!”

It was at this point that I noticed another man behind all the others. He was dressed all in white with a sunny yellow cowl that was currently thrown back. Yellow tassels hung down the front of his embroidered robes, and a thin gold necklace was clasped tight around his neck like a choker. He had held himself back from the rest of the group, but now he craned his neck and called up something softly to the town crier. The man had to lean over the balcony to hear the man in gold and white, but he soon straightened up and let his voice ring out again.

“These mighty hunters will slay the Monster Lover and all his forces of evil!” the man called. “But they need your help, good townspeople! The king’s reward will only be given after they have succeeded, but they cannot pay for all the equipment and food they need before setting out! If you can find it in your heart to give even the smallest of coins, you will personally be helping bring down Crazy Ken!”

“Unbelievable,” I muttered. “Their clothes must cost more than most people make in a month, and they’re out here demanding money?”

I thought for sure the villagers would laugh in their faces and tell them where they could stick their money. But at another prompting from the man in white and gold, the crier shouted one more thing.

“And good friends, his Holy Brightness has promised something special for anyone contributing to the downfall of the evil Monster Lover and his hordes of darkness,” the crier called out. “All your prayers will be doubly effective for the next month, and the Holy Twins will be twice as likely to shine down their favor on you, so long as you give generously now and from the heart!”

Fucking vultures, man.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out his Holy Brightness must be what they called this white-and-gold-robed priest, and I wasn’t at all surprised to see that the local religious authorities were eager to help fund this little crusade against me. After the town crier finished his announcements, one person after another made their way up to the group of adventurers and offered them whatever they could.

It was a good excuse to get closer, though.

If these bounty hunters or adventurers or whatever they wanted to call themselves really were coming after me, then I needed to find out as much about my enemy as I could. They might not know anything, or they might know a hell of a lot more than I realized, but getting closer was the only way to learn more.

I didn’t press forward like so many in the crowd. I took my time moving toward the adventurers so I would be one of the last to reach them. It gave me a chance to figure out what I wanted to say to them, and it also gave the crowd a chance to disperse. I imagined these strangers might be more loose-lipped when they weren’t surrounded by villagers who were all paying them to shut up and look intimidating.

I thumbed a piece of silver so it would be ready when I reached them, and after a final glance over my shoulder to make sure Abby hadn’t gone rogue and come running after me, I turned back to find there were only a handful of townsfolk between me and the hunters. My heartbeat was throbbing in my temples as much as my chest, and even the coin in my fingers felt like it started to throb as I stepped closer to the adventurers.

I should have immediately gone running in the opposite direction, grabbed my daughter, and ridden like a madman out of town all the way back home. Everything in me screamed that this was what I should do, and I swore my feet got heavier every time I moved toward the people who wanted to kill me rather than away from them.

But I had to find out what they knew. I had to know what I was up against. I could tell a lot about a man just based on how he carried himself, how he spoke to his friends, and how he acted with strangers. If nothing else, getting closer might give me a better sense of what these men and women were like, and on a very practical level, it would let me see their weapons in a little more detail.

I found myself shoulder to shoulder with an older woman whose eyes were slightly cloudy with cataracts, but she could see clearly enough to shuffle forward as the line moved up.

“What do you think?” I whispered to the old woman. “Do you reckon they know what they’re doing?”

“I couldn’t tell you,” the villager replied. “But I can tell you they know a sight more than I do myself, and if handing over a little coin will help me sleep better at night, without the fear of being dragged from my bed, then I won’t be a miser and refuse.”

I guessed from the woman’s ragged clothes that the last thing anyone could accuse her of being was a miser, but she clutched her copper coin like it was a jewel-encrusted goblet and then took another step forward.

“I’m just saying, does anyone actually know where the Monster Lover is?” I asked in an ever so slightly louder whisper, one that was sure to reach the ears of the armor-clad strangers. “They’re not the first bounty hunters who have tried to find him, so why should they be any different?”

“Because you have never seen hunters like us,” one of the men in plate armor sneered, and I forced myself not to smirk at the fact that he’d taken the bait. “Do we not look different from every other villager who has set out before in search of the thousand gold reward? Do we not have adequate weapons? Do we not have sufficient armor? Do we not look like we can handle ourselves better than anyone who has gone in search of this Crazy Ken before?”

“That’s enough, Merrin,” one of the men in light leather armor said, and he nodded to the silver coin flashing in my hand. “These good people are just concerned, isn’t that right?”

The man that the town crier had called Derrin stepped forward and clapped Merrin on the shoulder. “You can’t blame us for wanting to have a restful night’s sleep for once, brother. Why else do you think I asked you to come and bring your friends? At least now that you lot have finally showed up, we actually stand a chance at slitting the bastard’s throat and throwing that dryad onto a burning pyre.”

My heart was thumping so loudly against my rib cage that it felt like it was trying to rip free of my body so it could launch an attack on these assholes all on its own. But before I could come up with a response, the old woman beside me cleared her throat.

“Your voice is familiar,” the old woman told Derrin. “Do I know you?”

“It’s Derrin, the smith’s apprentice,” the man answered. “I sent word to my brother Merrin in the capital weeks ago, and it’s taken his sorry ass this long to show up. But now that he’s here with the rest of his hunting party, we’ll put Crazy Ken to his grave.”

“I’m more interested in putting his women to bed after we put him down,” one of the men in chain mail chuckled, but he said it so quietly that the old lady with me didn’t hear him.

“His women?” I repeated, even though I was shocked I was able to get the words out over the enormous angry lump in my throat.

“Don’t look so surprised,” the man snorted. “I’m not gonna waste an opportunity like that, even if they are monsters.”

“I want to know what their lady bits are like,” another man said with an evil grin. “See if they’re the same or more, you know, monstrous.”

“Only one way to find out,” the man in chain mail laughed.

“Keep your fucking mouth shut,” one of the women in light armor snapped at her comrades. “We don’t know anything for sure, and certainly nothing you should be sharing with these… people.”

The woman had a thin pinched face, and the corners of her lips were screwed up like she was sucking on a piece of sour candy. She sneered as her eyes ran across the villagers in front of her, despite the fact that they were all still handing their money over to her group.

But I would much rather have slit these men’s throats for the way they thought they could talk about my wives.

“All I meant was that I hope there’s women,” the man in chain mail muttered. “It’ll be a minute before we can claim the thousand gold, and I wouldn’t say no to a different kind of sweet reward first.”

“We know there’s probably a dryad,” Derrin said. “There’s no way she killed all those guards by herself. She must have had the Monster Lover’s help.”

“I’ll take it,” the other man said, but then the priest gave a pointed cough and made the adventurer jump like he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

“Plenty of folks have tried to find him before,” the old woman continued, and I realized her hearing must really be shitty if she only heard when people spoke directly to her in raised voices. “What makes you think you’ll succeed where so many others have failed?”

“Because we’re not fucking--”

“My dear woman,” the priest in white and gold interrupted before Merrin could finish his curse. “It is because they have information that no one else does. They have skills that no one else does. They have weapons that no one else does. The Holy Twins shine their blessings on them, and they take my blessing with them as well.”

“That does make me feel a little better, your Holy Brightness,” the old woman sighed.

“We are not bounty hunters,” Merrin added. “We are hunters.”

The hair at the back of my neck prickled. It wasn’t so much the man’s words that made my stomach tighten. It was the way he said them with complete confidence, like a man who would kill a hundred men just for practice, or a man who’d slit his own mother’s throat if she stood in the way of his goal.

“Yeah, we’re hunters who have a good head start thanks to all the other assholes who have failed,” Derrin chuckled. “Otherwise, how else would we know to start south of here?”

“May the souls of the other hunters who have been lost in this quest be at peace, and may their sacrifices serve you well,” the priest in white and gold intoned, and when he made the sign of an ‘S’ in the air, I imitated it along with everyone else still left in the crowd.

I had to get the fuck out of here.

I kept my gaze lowered as I handed over my silver coin, I muttered something about good luck, and then as quickly as I could manage without seeming suspicious, I turned and started back toward Elvira’s shop. No one said anything to me or called after me to stop like I was worried they might, and it allowed me to breathe a slight sigh of relief.

At least the extent of their knowledge was still pretty limited.

They didn’t know what I looked like, and they didn’t really seem to know that I had five wives, much less ten kids. The only thing they seemed pretty certain of was that I had taken the dryad home with me and that I lived somewhere south of Hamstead, thanks to all the other bounty hunters who had headed south and then disappeared.

I silently thanked my family for being so thorough when it came to eliminating assholes. If even one bounty hunter had ever escaped from us, he might have told anyone and everyone where we were, who was with me, what our defenses looked like, and pretty much anything else that would have prepped future hunting parties a lot better. This group of twenty might be better-armed and better-trained than previous parties, but they would still be going in blind.

As I started to play back their conversation for myself, I took a few deep breaths to calm my rage. These men didn’t deserve to even look at my women before they died, and if the women in the hunting party chose to associate with assholes like that, then they deserved the same fate.

Just before I passed out of sight, I glanced back over my shoulder and saw that the rest of the crowd had finished forking over their hard-earned coin. One of the robed men was handing part of their earnings over to the priest, and even though I wasn’t surprised, my lip still curled in disgust. I didn’t have a lot of love for most of the townsfolk, but I still knew it was wrong to steal the bread out of their mouths for no good reason except greed.

When I returned to Elvira’s shop, Abby had carefully picked her way through the nail boards and had her nose pressed against the window. She climbed down as soon as she saw me coming and then skipped over to meet me the moment I stepped inside.

“We’ve gotta go, princess,” I said.

“But what happened?” my daughter demanded. “What was the announcement?”

“I’ll tell you more on the way, sweetie.” I clasped her hand in mine so she couldn’t run out the door and find out more for herself, and then I turned to Elvira. “I’m sorry to run off like this, but I think shit’s about to get wild outside. There are bounty hunters from the capital, and they just took up a collection from the townsfolk along with his Holy Brightness or whatever.”

“I call him his Holy Blightness,” Elvira muttered. “Go on and hurry home. Adventurers from the capital have come through town before on other quests, and they always stir up trouble, so it’d be best to be off while things are still calm.”

“You should head home, too,” I said. “Just in case.”

“That’s probably true enough,” the alchemist replied. “I’ll just wrap up one thing here, and then I’ll head out.”

“Do you remember how to set up everything?” Abby asked.

“I sure do, sweetheart,” Elvira said with a smile. “And thank you again.”

“Anything for a friend,” I said, and after I squeezed the old alchemist’s hands, I pulled Abby out the door and boosted her up into the wagon behind Charlie.

“But Daddy!” Abby whispered. “What about the duchess?”

“I’m afraid the duchess is going to have to wait,” I replied. “We’ve got more urgent business to deal with right now, and I need you to do me a big favor, sweetie.”

“Do you want me to make the skulls of all the hunters explode?” Abby gasped. “Do you want their eyeballs to melt out of their skulls? Do you want their brains to turn to jelly and melt out of their noses?”

“Shit, can you really do that?” I asked.

“There’s only one way to find out!” the little blonde girl giggled.

“Hold off on that for now,” I said as I started to drive Charlie down the road. “I need you to sing a little song for me. You remember that tune you sang that got bounty hunters to follow us home before? I need you to sing that one again when we pass the group of twenty people up there.”

“How fast do you want them to follow us?” Abby asked.

“Not so fast that it’s obvious,” I said. “I’d like them to show up at home some time tonight, but I don’t want anyone else in town to see them follow us. I just want them to follow our trail, not our literal wagon.”

“Okay, Daddy!” Abby shot me a mischievous grin. “I will make sure they follow us sooo good!”

For a second, I wondered if this was a bad idea. I could just wait for the hunters to show up on their own, since they seemed professional enough that they’d probably track us down sooner or later. It would give us more time to prepare our defenses against them, and we’d still be able to eliminate them.

But I also knew the sooner we took them out, the better.

For one thing, I didn’t want them to share any of their findings with the villagers as they tracked me. Most of the group seemed like they would stay quiet about that sort of thing, but the man who was actually from Hamstead, Derrin, would probably be more eager to brag about their progress to any pub mates who would listen. It was bad enough that people knew previous bounty hunters had disappeared in the south, but I sure as shit didn’t want anyone to pinpoint my location with any more accuracy.

Besides, if I could control when these assholes showed up, then that was all the more reason for my little girl to persuade them to follow us now.

I tipped my hat to the group still counting their coins as I passed them, but they didn’t even seem to notice me. Now that I’d forked over my money to them, they couldn’t care less about some country bumpkin come to town with his daughter. I didn’t mind them completely ignoring me, though. It would only make it that much sweeter when they showed up at my homestead and saw that Crazy Ken had been right under their noses, only they’d been too stupid and self-involved to realize it.

Abby hummed softly as we drove past them. It was such a low melody that I didn’t think anyone else could hear it, but a few of the men in the group waved at their ears like they were swatting away mosquitos. The melody seemed to be reaching them just fine, even if Abby did keep it subtle enough for them not to immediately chase after us.

I drove home as quickly as Charlie could manage. When we rolled across the drawbridge, the first sun was a few minutes from setting, and I immediately saw that all of my family was at home. I’d been a little worried that Shitter’s limestone expedition might have gone off the rails with only Nika to supervise, but everybody seemed to have all their limbs, and there was an impressive wealth of limestone waiting its turn to be roasted in the kiln.

“Ken Jewell!” Calli cried as she wiped her hands on her apron and hurried down the porch steps to meet me. “Aberdeen! Did you have a good time in town?”

“Yes, and we brought a surprise for you!” Abby giggled.

“The duchess?” Nika gasped as she poked her head out of the house. “Where is she?”

“Not that kind of surprise,” I said. “Can you gather everybody up? We need to have a talk.”

I’d assumed my goblin wife would take off across the lawn and run to find all the members of my family. Instead, Nika just put her fingers to her lips and gave the loudest whistle I’d ever heard. My three other wives came sprinting just ahead of all the gobs from where they’d been building the northwestern wall, and Sawsaw barreled toward me from the southern lawn with Akana and Athena each balanced on one of his hips. Even Torrance came hurrying toward us from the vegetable garden, and his three kids showed up from behind the barn a few seconds later.

“Alright, is everybody here?” I scanned the faces of the nineteen people assembled in front of me, but I didn’t even hop down from the wagon yet.

“We are all here, my love,” Tamzin said. “What’s wrong?”

“Is everybody good?” I asked. “No one got injured today? Everybody can fight?”

A ripple of excitement made all my goblin boys start to bounce on their toes at the mention of fighting, but I leveled my gaze at Shitter so I could get a proper answer.

“Gobs all fine, Da,” Shitter replied. “No trouble with limestone.”

“Ruby?” I asked.

“The wall’s still coming along fucking beautifully,” Ruby said. “We started digging down where the well is gonna go too, and we chopped down a couple trees to start seasoning the wood. As soon as they’re ready to go, we can start on construction of the silos, and I figure we’ll tackle the new outhouse system once that’s all good to go.”

“Damn, you were fucking busy,” I said. “Torrance and Sawsaw?”

“There’s not a lot of danger in my line of work other than a sore back,” the farmer chuckled. “So me and my family are right as rain.”

“Sawsaw and girls fine, too,” my oldest added. “Made lots of powder, making bombs now.”

“Nice work.” I stood up to face my family and took a deep breath. “Especially since we’re gonna need those bombs tonight.”

Nika clapped her hands and gave such an enthusiastic twirl that she toppled over into Ruby. Both redheads started to go down, but Khara lunged forward and caught them both under their shoulders with one hand, then pushed them upright again.

“Wooow.” Nika gave a little whistle and squeezed Khara’s bicep. “So strong! So sexy!”

“You have lost your focus, goblin,” Khara snickered. “Our husband has promised that we can use bombs tonight, and I would like to know why.”

“I’d like to know fucking who,” Ruby added. “Is it orcs? Soldiers? Worse? Better?”

“Human hunters,” I said. “A group of twenty of them came in from the capital, supposedly sent by the king.”

“Twenty?” Khara scoffed. “You may all begin dinner preparations if you wish. I will handle these twenty hunters on my own.”

“How did the king send them?” Tamzin asked before I could reply to Khara. “Even if the duke’s messengers arrived, surely there has not been enough time for him to send this party in response.”

“No, you’re right,” I said. “These bounty hunters, or just plain old hunters, whatever they want to call themselves, rode in from the capital before the duke’s messengers would have had a chance to show up there. The town crier said they only found out about the duke’s defeat when they arrived in Hamstead.”

“Perhaps once I eliminate these hunters, I should chase down the messengers,” Khara said as her black claws began to flex and retract at her side like a cat. “If I leave tonight, it is possible I could pick up their trail and eliminate them before they ever reach this human king.”

“I will go with you.” Tamzin nodded. “I will ask the trees for help tracking them down, and between the trees and your nose, I have no doubt we will find them.”

“We will bring back their heads and drop them in Grimford,” Khara replied. “Perhaps that will make the duke think twice about sending more messengers to the king.”

“You can drop their heads in Grimford,” Tamzin agreed. “But I would like to drop their bodies in Hamstead. The villagers should also know that no help is coming for them.”

“Perfect,” Khara purred. “I can almost smell the terror of the townsfolk now.”

“Now hold on, if Khara and Tamzin are going on some grand adventure, then what are the rest of us supposed to do?” Ruby demanded. “Just because my eyes keep fucking leaking doesn’t mean I don’t want to behead a bunch of messengers and make all the villagers vomit with fear!”

“Nobody’s going after the messengers,” I said quickly. “They’re long gone, and by the time you caught up with them, they’d probably already be at the capital.”

“But messengers get reinforcements for duke,” Sawsaw said.

“Even after they get to the capital, it’ll take them three or four days to get back to Grimford and give Bellfrey the king’s answer about the reinforcements,” I said. “That should be more than enough time for us to come up with a plan and kill the duke in Grimford before the messengers come back.”

“Then the messengers will have to carry more messages,” Nika said as she bounced on her toes enthusiastically.

“Exactly,” I agreed. “Messengers will have to go straight back to the king with news of the duke’s death, and then we’ll have even more time to prepare ourselves for whatever the king does next.”

“But if you don’t want us to hunt down the messengers, then what should we do?” Tamzin asked curiously.

“I figured we’d spend our energy on the more pressing matters we have to deal with,” I snickered. “You know, like the twenty hunters all coming to kill us.”

“I sang a beautiful song to lead them here,” Abby announced. “They should be here shortly after the second sunset.”

“Which only gives us about six hours to get everything ready for them,” I said.

“Don’t worry, Ken Jewell,” Nika said. “Calli and I will finish whipping up an amazing dinner for you, and we will be sure to save some leftovers for Khara once she hunts these hunters and finishes them off.”

“I will probably be so full after hunting that I might not even need your leftovers,” Khara pointed out. “However, it is considerate of you to think of me.”

“Khara is not going to hunt these assholes down by herself,” I sighed. “I mean it. These aren’t your average villagers marching out with pitchforks and over-inflated egos. These are professionals.”

“Very well, then Tamzin and Akana can assist me,” Khara said with a nod.

Torrance snorted with laughter, but when Khara turned to look at him, he coughed and pretended to clear his throat instead.

“They’re coming against our whole family,” I said. “And that means our whole family is going to face them. Together.”

“Um, Mister Ken?” Markus raised his hand. “How professional are they exactly?”

“Gobs kill.” Canigo ruffled Markus’ brown hair. “Save human boys.”

Markus huffed and pushed Canigo off, then tried to fix his rumpled hair.

Maximus immediately messed with his brother’s hair too, but I knew he was probably just trying to act braver than he felt. Sometimes, Torrance’s sons reminded me so much of some of the guys in my old unit, all big talk even though they were terrified on the inside. But just like those guys, Markus and Maximus would do whatever it took, fear or no fear, to play their part in defending their friends.

“They’re really well-armed,” I said. “Four guys in heavy armor that look like they could take a hell of a lot of damage before they went down. Twelve in light armor, and four of those have bows to hit us from a distance. The last four look like they all have some kind of magic powers they can use in battle, but I didn’t get a chance to find out what.”

I suddenly frowned. What I was describing sounded an awful lot like a raiding party in a game: four tanks, twelve DPS, four magic users that might even include healers. They had been called in by villagers desperate to defend their home against a man they were all terrified of, and these hunters had simply answered the call.

“You have your worried face on, Ken Jewell.” Nika frowned to imitate me, but she had to reach up and push her eyebrows together to try and make her face look as concerned as mine did. “Your family will handle all of these professionals very quickly. You will love what we do to them, you will see!”

I shook my head and finally hopped down from the wagon. “I know we’ll be able to handle them. I was just thinking about how this whole situation looks from the outside.”

“Like a solid fucking granite wall that’s gonna knock them on their asses, that’s what it looks like,” Ruby said.

“I meant how anyone who didn’t understand the situation would assume I’m the bad guy here,” I said with a smile. “A scared village, a party of adventurers coming to kill me-- those are always the good guys in the stories, you know?”

“Perhaps in human stories,” Khara said. “Villagers and adventurers are never the good ones in underdark stories.”

“Good? Bad? Who cares?” Nika gave a little shimmy that made her green breasts jiggle inside her tank top, and then she wrapped her hands around my bicep. “Because if this is being bad, then I do not want to be good, Ken Jewell.”

My goblin wife pushed herself against me so her tits pressed on either side of my arm like two mind-numbingly soft pillows. She licked her lips hungrily and started to slide one hand across my chest, but I instantly grabbed her fingers and forced them back to her side.

“That’s a fair point,” I chuckled. “Plus, the villagers have really brought this on themselves. Most of them are fucking small-minded and shitty, and everybody in the hunting party seems the same way.”

“Then we will have to open their minds for them,” Calli growled with unusual ferocity in her sweet voice. “Right after we open their skulls.”

“They will pay for threatening our family,” Tamzin agreed.

“We will post lookouts and give the alert when they show up,” Nika said. “Everything is under control!”

Then my goblin wife went up on her tiptoes and peered around my shoulders into the back of the wagon, but when she set herself back down on her heels, she looked disappointed.

“So you did not kidnap the duchess today?” Nika sighed.

“You’ll have to forgive me, I was a little busy trying to get home and make sure everything is ready for the hunting party,” I said with a smirk.

“We’re always ready, silly!” Nika giggled. “Even if they had shown up while you and Abby were still in Hamstead, we would have taken care of them!”

“I never doubted you.” I kissed her cheek. “But did you ever think that maybe I just wanted to be with my family when we kill the real bad guys?”

“You really are so romantic,” Calliope sighed.

“I aim to please,” I snickered. “Now, let’s make sure we have a super warm Clan Jewell welcome all ready to go. We’ve got twenty guests arriving soon, and I’d hate to disappoint them.”
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Chapter 8

Khara was the first to sense the approaching hunting party.

Her pointed ears pricked up about an hour after the second sun went down. The red moon was giving us just enough light to go over our defenses one final time, but I’d told my family not to light any torches or bring out any glowing crystals until we were engaged in battle. I wanted the adventurers to find us, but I didn’t want to just highlight ourselves with a glowing bullseye for them.

“North,” Khara whispered, and she tilted her head back to sniff a little deeper. “Perhaps northeast. Akana?”

The little orc girl didn’t even hesitate. She immediately left her inspection of one of the catapults and sprinted toward the northeast watchtower. Her tiny legs took the stairs two at a time, and she only vanished from sight for about ten seconds. Then she jumped from one of the watchtower windows onto the wall, and from there, she somersaulted off the stone and landed on both feet.

She gave one grunt, followed by a nod, and her mother sent a fanged smile to her in reply.

“Northeast,” Khara confirmed what her daughter had sniffed on the wind. “Twenty of them headed here on horseback.”

I wasn’t surprised they were on horseback, even if that did put a little hiccup into what I would have preferred to do. Horses did explain how fast they’d shown up, much faster than they would have if they’d come on foot, but it was still impressive that they’d trailblaze through the forest instead of following along the road.

“Did your song tell them to come over the hills instead of by the road, sweetie?” I asked Abby. “I just want to make sure I’m not missing anything.”

“I just told them where they could find us,” the little siren answered. “I didn’t tell them how to come here.”

“It’s also possible they’ve got one of them trackers with them, Ken,” Torrance said. “I’ve heard the king has some fearsome good trackers as part of the royal magi. So good they could find a whore’s hair in a haystack, if you’ll forgive the expression.”

“That may be the case,” I admitted. “Either way, they’re coming now. How far away are they?”

Akana held up five fingers and then flashed them three more times.

“Twenty minutes?” I guessed, and the little goth girl gave me a solemn nod. “Then everybody to their positions, and remember! This is a real test run of our home defenses, so try to stay inside the walls unless it’s absolutely necessary to go out.”

“Like if they’re really, really mean-looking.” Abby stepped up to my side wearing a full face of camo makeup, and she surveyed my family like she was my second-in-command.

“Not a good enough reason, sweet pea,” I chuckled. “We wait inside our walls, trust Athena’s traps, use our catapults, and then see what their next move will be. As long as they don’t run away to tell anybody where we are, I want to see how long we can last inside these walls.”

“I think it would be a lot more fucking fun to watch Khara rip their arms off their bodies and beat them to death,” Ruby muttered.

“I’m sure she’ll get the chance,” I told the petite woman. “I just want to see how we do with our home defense system as long as possible. This is a prime opportunity for us. It’ll help us plan for attacks from larger parties of humans in the future.”

“But then we may leave the walls and destroy them?” Khara licked her small fangs. “Then we may tear them apart piece by piece?”

“Absofuckinglutely,” I replied.

The minutes ticked by slowly as we waited for the hunting party to show up. I positioned myself in the northeastern watchtower with Calli so we would be the first ones to see them approaching. Normally, Calliope usually spent these raids in the river where she could cut off our enemies from escaping, but since this group was coming from the north instead of from the east along the river, my siren wife would fight with the rest of my family from the walls of my stronghold.

I wasn’t mad about it. Every time I glanced over at the beautiful blonde, her smile sent a flood of strength into my muscles without humming a single note of one of her strengthening songs. Having the siren at my side was enough to make me feel like I could take on a hundred more professional killers.

I would do whatever it took to keep my family safe.

These hunters were fucking toast.

Khara, Tamzin, Nika, and Sawsaw each took up position in one of the other watchtowers along the northern and eastern walls. Ruby and Torrance put themselves in charge of the two massive catapults down on the lawn. They were on wheels, so it was easy to swivel them in the right direction, and then both catapult captains divided the human and gob boys between them. My three girls all formed a trio with Sawsaw in his own watchtower.

As we waited for the hunters, I gripped my hatchet, touched the M17 and buck knife at my belt for reassurance, and took a deep breath.

Then the horses appeared at the top of the northern ridge. All twenty of them fanned out as the hunters surveyed the valley below, and I knew that even human eyesight would be able to spot my home here by the river. I could see them, and that meant they could at least see the granite walls of my homestead.

Since we didn’t have any lights on though, there was a good chance they thought we were all sleeping. They’d figure out how wrong they were soon enough, but for a few seconds, I enjoyed watching them hesitate on the hillside as if they were trying to decide how best to approach and murder us in our beds.

Once the horses started trotting down the hill, Calli stepped forward to the window to see them even better. She touched my arm lightly, and after she placed her other hand on the window frame to hold herself steady, she started to sing.

Her voice was barely a whisper at first. It sounded like the wind moving through the pine trees, but the soft rustle slowly took on a more lyrical quality until it sounded like the river gurgling and laughing on its way to Mer Bay. The soft notes of her melody began to grow louder and more urgent, but even when it sounded like the beginning of a thunderstorm, the hunters kept coming.

None of the hunters seemed to think anything of Calli’s song. Hell, they didn’t really even seem to notice it, as if it were only more of the natural sounds of this paradise in the middle of nowhere. They just kept riding toward us, totally oblivious to the siren’s music as they gripped their weapons and drew steadily closer.

But their horses sure as shit noticed Calliope’s song.

They started to toss their heads and make low whinnies to each other like they were planning a full conspiracy against their riders. Even when they started to buck slightly, the hunters kept pushing them down the ridge, but the faster they rode, the faster Calli’s melody grew.

Abby’s voice suddenly joined her mother’s from one of the other lookout towers. Their high, clear voices blended together in perfect harmony, and my chest swelled with pride to hear them singing together. Now that there were two sirens singing, the hunters seemed to finally notice the notes hanging in the air like dense fog. They didn’t slow down, but they began to look around like the grass itself might turn into blades beneath their steeds.

The grass didn’t turn into knives under their horses’ hooves, but the sirens’ song had already taken effect.

The horses went fucking wild.

Their strides lengthened down the ridge until they were in a full-on gallop, but they instantly swung from the northeast to the east so they were approaching our walls from the side of the drawbridge. Their riders cursed and hissed orders at them, but they were so focused on trying to be stealthy that they couldn’t use much more than their heels and fists to try and regain control of their mounts.

The horses weren’t having it.

Whatever the sirens had promised them or asked of them in their song seemed to far outweigh any of the blows or threats their riders gave them. The horses continued streaking toward the eastern wall and then turned and galloped straight for the closed drawbridge. Right before they reached the girls’ traps, every last mount stopped so fast that it looked like they’d ran straight into a brick wall.

Half the riders were immediately thrown to the ground, but the half that managed to keep their seats didn’t keep them for long. Their horses began to buck so violently that only a few seconds later, every last hunter had either tumbled off or jumped clear of their furious horses. Then they all scrambled away to keep from being trampled by their mounts’ flashing hooves.

Before they could figure out a way to calm the horses, Calli gave a loud whistle, and all the creatures wheeled around and went running off into the darkness to the east. They’d show up in Buckshire pretty soon if they kept up at that rate, but that was fine by me. All I cared about was the fact that the twenty hunters now had no way to go forward or backward except on foot.

Merrin was in the lead of the rest of the hunters, along with the other three men in heavy armor. The magi and bowmen quickly recovered and took up positions at the back of the group, and the men and women in light armor fanned out between the ranged fighters and their tanks.

“Fucking cowards!” Merrin spat.

“Would you be referring to the horses?” I called out from the watchtower. “Because if you ask me, it’s smart of them to run away!”

“That is a great start, Ken Jewell!” Nika called from somewhere further back along the wall. “Now tell him how you will carve up his ribs to provide delicious barbecue for your children! Tell him how you will pluck out his eyeballs and tear off his earlobes, but you will save his tongue for last so he can scream until the very end!”

“Tell him that after we stab him and gut him and burn him, we will drink his blood and make love on top of his bones!” Calli cried enthusiastically.

“Our sons will play fetch with his femurs and fight over who gets to consume his brains!” Nika shouted right behind me, and I almost jumped at how my goblin wife had managed to sneak up on me in the watchtower.

The man in plate armor looked up at the watchtower with an ugly scowl on his face, and for half a second, I could see him assessing the strength of our defenses, as well as what would be the best way in. I didn’t envy him the choice. There was a ten-foot-deep trench between him and the wall, and since the drawbridge was pulled up, he’d still have to find a way over the wall even if he managed to get across the trench.

That didn’t even count the fact that he would have to navigate the girls’ hidden traps first.

But Ruby never gave Merrin or the rest of his party a chance to reply. The moment Nika finished shouting her last threat, Ruby gave the order to deploy catapults. A massive stone ripped up from her own device, followed closely by a second one that tore free from Torrance’s catapult. Both hurtled over the walls of our home, and both looked like they would instantly flatten half of the hunting party.

Except they never actually hit the ground.

Both projectiles came hurtling down toward the hunters, but when they were about three feet above their heads, they seemed to meet an invisible forcefield. Orange light sparked in the air where the boulders suddenly stopped, and then the rocks simply broke into pieces and rolled away until they dropped harmlessly to the ground around the raiding party.

One of the magi in the back was holding out his hands, and since his fingertips had a slight glowing orange tint to them, I figured he must be the asshole responsible for the invisible shield. Still, I bet we could wear him down if we sent enough projectiles at his party, one right after the other.

“Again!” I shouted. “Gobs, add the rocks!”

The magi kept his hands up, and the four bowmen in the group all strung arrows and aimed them at our positions in the watchtowers.

But Ruby and Torrance had already gotten their catapults reloaded with the boys’ help. The moment two more projectiles were released, the gobs each grabbed smaller rocks and chucked them like little green Olympians over the wall, over the trench, and straight into the middle of the hunting party.

The boulders and rocks all sparked orange light again and fell uselessly to the side. Then the bowmen released their arrows before we could reload, but as soon as they sent them toward us in the watchtowers, they strung their bows again and released a second round over the walls toward my family members manning the catapults.

“Cover!” I shouted.

The first arrows didn’t find their way through the watchtower windows. They thudded against the granite on either side of the window frame and then fell and were lost in the trench below. The second round plunged to the grass around the catapults, but everyone manning the catapults had raised up shields we’d plundered from Ashgor, and none of the arrows touched them.

“Bombs?” Sawsaw called hopefully.

“Not yet!” I yelled. “Don’t waste them until we know that shield is down!”

Merrin’s face twisted with fury on the grass below. He signaled to the female magi in the back, who quickly stepped forward to his side and then had the two men in chain mail step in front of her as human shields. Then, even as the catapults and bows kept firing at each other, everyone in the hunting party other than the archers started moving toward the trench.

Straight into my daughters’ traps.

One of the men in chain mail was the first to step in the bear trap. He yelped and dropped down to try and free himself, but it was clear that thanks to his armor, the metal teeth hadn’t cut him down to the bone. Several of the men in light armor had already started moving forward before he set off the trap though, and now they all stepped into their own private world of hurt.

Half a dozen traps sprang shut at the same time, and there was no heavy plate armor to block them from shredding the muscles of the men in lighter gear. The men all shrieked and dropped to clutch their ankles, and the rest of their companions shuffled forward as fast as possible to help them without setting off any more traps themselves.

They all managed to pry themselves loose only a few seconds after the traps closed around their ankles. I assumed they would be half-maimed, and barely able to limp forward, but instead, one of the other magi glided over to join them and then knelt beside each one. There was no flashy orange light like from the magi with the invisible shield, but as soon as the man stood up again, each of his injured companions stood up, too.

They were all perfectly fine again.

“We’ve got ourselves a healer,” Merrin scoffed. “Bet that’s not something you anticipated, is it, Monster Lover?”

“I bet my ten-foot trench isn’t something you anticipated, either,” I snorted. “And yet here we both are.”

“Surrender now, and maybe we’ll show mercy to your family,” the man in plate armor said, but then his thin lips curled with disdain. “Although I have to say, I’m a little curious to try some monster loving myself. That blonde elf beside you looks particularly fun.”

“May we jump down and kill them now?” Calliope’s expression was hard, and she took a step back from the window so she was no longer visible.

“Not yet,” I growled. “As much as I’d like to cut off their balls and make their leader play Chubby Bunny with them, I want to take out their archers first.”

“What is to play a Chubby Bunny?” Nika whispered.

“Oh, uh, well, it’s when you try to stuff more and more of some kind of round object into somebody’s mouth while they keep saying a phrase,” I tried to explain. “And when they can’t say it anymore or they start choking, they lose. Normally, you play it with cotton balls or marshmallows, which are like little balls of soft sugar, but—“

That was all Nika needed.

“Did you hear that, puny humans?” my goblin wife cackled. “The mighty Ken Jewell will cut off all of your balls, and he will stuff every last one into your leader’s mouth while he begs for mercy!”

“But it does not matter how much he begs!” Calli added. “Ken Jewell will not be able to hear his pleas over the sounds of him choking!”

“Our husband shows no mercy to his enemies,” Tamzin said as she strode boldly along the narrow ledge between one of the northern watchtowers and our own.

The hail of arrows had temporarily stopped while Merrin and I taunted each other, and while their healer took care of their injuries. But the moment my dryad wife stepped out into the open, all four archers instantly began pelting her with arrows.

Tamzin didn’t even blink.

She catwalked along the wall without speeding up or slowing down, and every arrow whistled past her. They didn’t even ruffle her mossy crown of hair. As soon as she joined us in the tower, she smiled like we had all come up here for a moonlit picnic, and I stared at her.

“If their archers were to be feared, they would already have struck something, my love,” the dryad announced. “I do not think they are used to shooting high at granite walls.”

“Or at dryads whose skin is as dark and lustrous as the night sky,” Nika sighed as she cast an admiring gaze at my green-haired wife.

“None of that’s a good reason to walk out in front of archers!” I groaned.

“Do not look so shocked,” Tamzin giggled. “Even if they had struck me, we have Calliope and her amazing salves.”

“Oh, I would not have used salves,” the siren assured her. “I would have forced the human with healing magic to fix you, or I would have let Abby sing her new song to him.”

“It is such a wonderful song!” Abby called from one of the other watchtowers. “There is blood and vomit and cannibalism, and the human would definitely have chosen to heal Auntie Tamzin instead!”

“I mean it, no more walking out in front of arrows without protection,” I said sternly.

“But how else can we show our utter faith in you as our leader?” Calli turned her big blue eyes on me.

“The siren is correct,” Khara called from her watchtower a few yards east of ours. “It is only those who have complete trust in their king who dare to leap into battle without any armor.”

“Oh, yes!” Nika cried. “What a wonderful idea, Khara! We will all tear off our clothes so Ken Jewell may draw strength from the sight of our beauty and so our enemies may be stunned with panic at our fearlessness!”

Nika already had her top halfway off before I grabbed her hands and shook my head. “I have a different plan in mind, babe.”

My goblin wife licked her lips eagerly. “I am ready for it.”

Merrin and his men were still firing arrows at us, just as Ruby and Torrance were still directing the catapults to launch boulders at the hunters. Neither group had any luck striking each other, and since it looked like our enemies had figured out where the rest of Athena’s traps were, I knew it was time for a new tactic.

“The three of us will get closer,” I told Calli and Tamzin. “Nika, have the gobs go on a sneak. They’ll come around back and take out the archers and that magi who keeps blocking our catapult shots, and then all hell should be able to break loose.”

“We will keep the humans distracted until then,” Calli assured Nika, but the green-skinned woman was already skipping down the tower steps in pure excitement that she had been given such an important mission.

“I can do this all night!” I called out to the hunters as another round of arrows missed their targets. “All day tomorrow, too! Just keep ‘em coming!”

“It is true, foolish humans,” Khara sneered. “Our husband has amazing stamina! He can go all night, all day, and all night again. You are no match for his endurance.”

I glanced at the lawn behind me and saw that all the gob boys except for Sawsaw had disappeared. Only Torrance’s kids were helping their father and Ruby load both catapults now, but when I didn’t see Nika either, I realized that I hadn’t specified for her not to go with them.

Oh, well.

Nika could sneak and climb with the best of them, and if she wanted to scramble down the northern wall and then creep around to the back of the hunting party, then I wasn’t going to be the one to stop her.

“We should come back,” one of the men in light armor hissed. “They knew we were coming! If we go get help, we can--”

“Help?” Merrin’s lip curled again.

The man in light armor stammered and tried to explain his position, but I tuned him out. I was too busy wondering if arrows would be able to pierce the magi’s shield of protection.

The hunters’ arrows seemed to have no problem flying out toward us, but maybe that was because they were going from the inside to the outside instead of the opposite way. And since both our catapult boulders and our smaller rocks had broken apart harmlessly, I didn’t have a lot of faith as far as arrows went.

Of course, I was also curious if bullets were too fast and small to be stopped. If the magi didn’t see them coming, would his shield be able to stop them? It was a little bit of a tree falling in the forest with no one to hear it kind of question, but at the end of the day, it didn’t matter whether my bullets would work against these hunters or not.

This was a test of our family defenses, not a test of guns versus magic.

There was also the minor issue that none of my family had really trained on ranged weapons yet, but that would be easy to fix for next time. I was mostly sorry that Sawsaw seemed so disappointed he couldn’t use the bombs that he and my youngest girls had worked so hard on, but we sure as shit didn’t need our bombs to bounce off the invisible barrier and then blow up anywhere close to us or our granite walls.

“Would you just hear reason for one minute?” the man in light armor said.

“How about you grow a pair of fucking balls for one minute?” Merrin snapped.

“Listen,” the woman with the pinched face said. “We got more than enough coin from the villagers to make up for any difference that we’d have to split the reward. We can go now, come back tomorrow.”

“Oh, yes, go now and come back tomorrow!” Calli laughed. “You will find we are always the most gracious of hosts no matter what time you show up! We will be just as happy to kill you in the suns’ light as in the moonlight.”

“Is this all you have, a few walls and traps to your name?” the man in plate armor demanded, and the archers paused long enough for him to get out another taunt. “Is that really the whole might of Crazy Ken? A granite wall and a bunch of monster bitches that somebody let off their leashes?”

“Ha!” Merrin’s brother Derrin laughed, and my whole stomach tensed as I got ready to jump off the wall and split both men’s faces in half for daring to disrespect my women.

Tamzin beat me to it.

“The man who laughed,” the dryad hissed. “He was one of those who captured me in the village.”

Then several things happened at once.

Before I could even grab her, Tamzin crouched down and leaped off the granite wall toward our attackers. Her legs arched like a graceful ballerina, and her powerful muscles let her sail over the trench like it was nothing more than a minor puddle. She landed right on the edge of the trench, just before the magician’s overhead defensive barrier would have blocked her, but her bare feet clung onto the edge of the trench just long enough to regain her balance.

The dark-skinned dryad threw herself forward into the hunting party like a vengeful, silent shadow, but the silence was instantly broken.

“Abby time!” the six younger gobs shouted as they suddenly materialized out of the darkness behind the hunting party.

The archers were so surprised to see the six green-skinned monsters behind them that they’d barely swung their bows around by the time the gobs fell on them. Canigo’s war hammer shattered the skull of the closest archer, and by the time his brains had splattered onto his neighbor, Fetch and Burp had already pulled him down with so many stabby-stabs that I lost count.

Shitter, Blink, and Timber began hacking apart the magi with the glowing orange fingers, while the other three gobs started working on the rest of the archers. The humans dropped their bows and pulled daggers to defend themselves, but it was way too fucking little, too late, and the other hunters couldn’t even try to move in on the gobs.

Tamzin was already on them.

I was so stunned as I watched the breathtaking dryad move among our enemies that for a second my boots felt frozen in place. It was like watching fucking poetry in motion as she gripped one man’s throat after another. Each time, her fingers crushed a little deeper into their windpipes, but she only ripped out one man’s trachea completely. As for the rest of them, she either stole enough of their breath to make them sag toward the ground, or she made her forearm muscles double in size like Popeye long enough to punch them and spin them in a full three-sixty.

But Tamzin was clearly focused on one man only. She only spared enough time on the other hunters to throw them out of her way, but the moss-haired dryad had her gaze fixed on Derrin from the village: the man who had brought his brother and the rest of these hunters in from the capital, and apparently, one of the men who had also captured Tamzin.

I hoped she made his death nice and slow.

“Clear, Ma!” Shitter shouted, and my gaze instantly found him standing triumphantly in a pool of destroyed intestines, but at least the color of his victim’s robe clued me in that this had been the shield-raising magi.

That was when I realized that Nika hadn’t actually joined the gobs in their sneak attack. In fact, I didn’t see her anywhere on the field. I only heard a gleeful giggle from Ruby, followed by an even more gleeful giggle from Nika.

I immediately glanced back over my shoulder to find the source of their amusement, but it was too late to stop my two red-haired wives from carrying out their plan.

The magi’s shield was down now, and that meant the catapults should be able to do their work. And that was exactly what Nika’s plan seemed to be, since Ruby had loaded her up in the catapult bucket where the projectile would normally have gone.

Oh, shit.

“Nika, don’t!” I shouted.

Nika just grinned and waved, and then Ruby released the restraining rope. The catapult arm ripped forward until it met the frame, and then my goblin wife soared through the air like a circus act. She flew over the granite wall, over the trench, and then straight down into the middle of the melee.

“Wheeeeeee!” Nika landed squarely on top of the party’s healer, and the woman went face-down into the grass with a crunching noise loud enough for everyone to hear. Then my red-haired goblin rolled off her broken body and back onto her feet effortlessly, just in time for her long dagger to swing up and block the sword of the woman with the pinched face.

They went back and forth with their blades a few times, but the human made one key mistake: she thought the green-skinned goblin would fight the same way she did. So she definitely didn’t see it coming when Nika suddenly faded into sneak mode and then reappeared right behind her.

My wife’s teeth tore into the fighter’s shoulder so deeply that the woman instantly dropped her sword, but then it looked like Nika was whispering sweet nothings in the woman’s ear right before she slipped her dagger in between her ribs.

“Did you see that, Ken Jewell?” Nika called as she looked back at me.

“Nika, watch out!” I shouted.

She was so busy waving proudly to me that she almost didn’t see one of the men in chain mail moving toward her, but Khara was already jumping down from the wall with as much power as Tamzin.

“Raaaaawww!” Khara let loose a furious war cry, and it looked like it was enough to make each remaining human on the battlefield pause and review every last one of their life choices.

Khara easily slipped through the fighters and then darted in between Nika and the man in chainmail who was coming after her. The man seemed to think Khara was just as good of a target as Nika, but he only got as far as pulling back his heavy axe. He never even got the chance to finish his first blow because when his arm was still back, Khara’s black claws flashed in the red moonlight, and a fountain of blood spurted from his throat.

She grabbed his skull in her powerful hands next. Without a second’s hesitation, Khara crushed his whole head in her grip, and the goopy, bloody mess that followed coated her fingers and forearms so completely that she might as well have set off a bomb inside his skull. The orc warrior dropped his headless body and moved toward Tamzin to help her where she was still fighting Derrin.

Merrin was now making his way through the other fighters to go after Tamzin and Khara, but the whole field in front of my homestead had turned to chaos. The six gob boys seemed to be everywhere all at once, and there was so much clashing of swords and flashing of steel that even if the gobs hadn’t been fading in and out of sneak mode, it would have been hard to follow their movements.

Especially when I saw Abby, Akana, and Athena scrambling up from the bottom of the trench to go join their brothers in the fight.

“Sawsaw!” I yelled. “What the fuck?”

My oldest son was already climbing down the granite wall after his little escape-artist sisters, but he was doing it with only one hand since his other fingers gripped one of the bombs they’d made together that afternoon.

He really was his father’s son.

Actually, that really made him his mother’s son, too.

As soon as Sawsaw and my three daughters made it to the other side of the trench, they streaked into the fight as furiously as Tamzin and the rest of their siblings. I was about to give the order to lower the drawbridge so the rest of us non-goblins could pour out and join the attack, but then a movement close to the drawbridge caught my attention.

The female magi had finally resumed moving forward like she had before she stepped in one of the girls’ traps. She picked up one of the boulders that had fallen to the ground like it weighed next to nothing, and the moment she launched the rock across the trench at our drawbridge, I knew her power must be superhuman strength.

The rock ripped a boulder-sized hole straight in the middle of the drawbridge and rolled to a stop only a few feet from Torrance’s feet.

“Time to get down there,” I said, and Calliope followed right on my heels.

Almost as soon as we came down from the wall, we were at the drawbridge. Markus and Maximus had seen us coming and already started to crank the windlass to lower the structure, since the boulder-shaped hole in the wood wasn’t quite big enough for me to wiggle my broad shoulders through.

The moment I finished helping them lower the drawbridge, I shouted for them to stay inside with their father, and then I was tearing ass across the bridge and into the fight. As I ran forward, I realized that the female magi who had hurled the boulder was nowhere to be seen. I glanced back and forth to make sure she hadn’t slipped past me into my home, but I only saw Calli behind me with her trident raised and ready to skewer our remaining enemies.

Then I spotted Sawsaw and my three little girls back in the bottom of the trench. Abby looked up at me with her razor-sharp grin, but Akana was just looking on and nodding approvingly at the body that was sprawled underneath my siren daughter. Athena was on Sawsaw’s shoulders, and my little goblin girl waved as enthusiastically as her mother.

“Did you see that, Daddy?” Athena giggled. “We stopped her from making another hole in your beautiful drawbridge!”

“Nice work, sweetie!” I called, but once I saw Calli move to stand guard for the girls at the edge of the trench, I turned back around so I could get to Merrin.

On my way to the hunting party leader, I saw the gobs downing another man in light armor like a swarm of flesh-eating scarabs in The Mummy. By the time they all stood up from where they’d fallen on his body, there was nothing left but a few scraps of flesh and bone that the gobs hadn’t managed to chew through yet, even though poor Fetch kept doing his best to pull loose one of the man’s femurs so he could play with it. Nika dropped down beside him to help tug it loose, but then I heard Matilda scream behind me.

I switched the grip on my hatchet to my left hand only so I could reach for my M17, but the human girl cried out again before I could even pull it out of its holster.

“Oh, help!” Matilda called from the drawbridge. “I’m just a poor human caught by the wiles of Crazy Ken!”

“The fuck?” I muttered.

Then I saw Matilda give Abby the biggest, most-cartoonish wink I’d ever seen in my life.

Luckily, it was too dark and chaotic out here for our enemies to pick up on.

A man in chain mail instantly maneuvered his way through the fighting to try and go help the poor human girl who’d called for help, but the moment he got close enough to the trench, Sawsaw tossed Abby up in the air to meet him.

My siren daughter flew over his head, and when she was just above him, she poured out a tiny jar of powder onto the top of his skull. Then she fell into Calli’s waiting arms, just as the powder dribbled down the man’s sweaty forehead into his eyes. He instantly started screaming, but it was only when a foul stench filled the air that I realized Abby had used Elvira’s present of burning powder against the man.

Calli gave a disgusted face at the fact that the man had soiled himself. She plunged her trident into his abdomen and twisted it like she was getting ready to roast him over a spit, but then she simply kicked his limp body off the end of the weapon so it tumbled down into the bottom of the trench.

Meanwhile, Matilda looked on with bulging eyes. But she sent Abby two sturdy thumbs up that made me pretty damn proud of her.

That was probably the boldest thing I’d ever seen Matilda attempt, and I was glad to see her coordinating so well with my monster family. Her hands weren’t even shaking, either.

With a grin at my daughter’s creative kill, I switched back to a two-handed grip on the hatchet and twisted my head back around just in time to see an asshole in plate armor trying to bash his shield into my throat. I ducked and narrowly missed the swing, but the big man instantly followed up his attempted shield bash with a sword thrust to my gut. I knocked aside that blow with my hatchet as I rocketed back upright, but my immediate counterswing was blocked by the hunter’s shield.

This man’s face wasn’t as ugly as Merrin’s, but since he was the only other man fighting with both a shield and a sword, I figured he must be pretty decent at coordination. He blocked three of my next strikes with his shield the same way he’d blocked the first, but I also blocked his sword with the sturdy handle of my hatchet every time he tried to follow up one of his shield blocks.

Then the armored man made a mistake.

He pushed his shield into me to try and knock me back, but I’d seen the blow coming, so I was able to exaggerate my backward stumble. It took me out of reach of his sword thrust, but the man was so hyped by seeing me stumble that he instantly followed up his previous blow with another shield bash.

He didn’t realize that I wasn’t actually off balance.

I lunged forward at a diagonal to avoid the man’s shield, and while he tried to swing his sword up to gut me, I slipped my buck knife into my hand and plunged it into the side of his unprotected neck. His sword arm went stiff as the blood started pouring down his armor, and I finished him off with a hatchet strike to the top of his skull.

“Beautiful!” Nika cheered from somewhere in the cluster of remaining fighters behind me. “I loved how close you got to him when you killed him, Ken Jewell! It made it so personal!”

It was hard not to grin at my own personal cheerleader rooting me on mid-battle, but I forced myself to pay attention as I slipped my knife back in its sheath and came up behind Merrin next. He was fighting Khara, but the orc warrior was also defending herself against one of the other remaining hunters. They were coming at her from both sides so she couldn’t ever finish one off without risking being finished off by the other one herself, but I noticed she had pulled them both away from Tamzin.

And from one glance over at the dryad, it looked like she had finally gotten her mark. She was on her knees in a mangled pile of limbs, and both her mossy hair and her dark skin were glimmering with green light as she inhaled every last breath that Derrin had in his body.

As much as I wanted to fully enjoy her triumph, I had to eliminate these two assholes flanking Khara first.

Khara’s red eyes met mine above Merrin’s shoulder, and the gray warrior woman gave me a sly, fanged smile. Now that she knew I would have her back, she was able to instantly spin around and launch herself fully at her second opponent. She met every sword stroke with tooth and claw, and her snarls sounded more and more satisfied.

Not that I got much of a chance to pay attention.

The moment she fully turned around, Merrin advanced with his sword ready to thrust into my orc wife’s exposed back. He only made it two steps forward before I wrapped the handle of my hatchet around his neck in a chokehold. It forced him back against me better than just slamming my axe down on his head would have, since that kind of hit could have sent him forward or backward.

Merrin was no slouch, though. He didn’t let me just hold him in this position and wait for sweet unconsciousness to claim him. Instead, he spread both his arms wide like he was in the bottom of a bench press, and he did the motion so fast that his shield and sword both looked like they might land a direct hit on me.

I let my hatchet handle slide across his throat and back into a two-handed grip, and Merrin turned around surprisingly fast for all the armor he was wearing. His lip curled in disgust when he saw me, but then a slight flicker of confusion crossed his face.

“Bet you’re trying to figure out how you know me, aren’t you?” I smirked and then gave a test chop of my hatchet.

He caught it across his shield, just like I thought he would, but I was only feeling him out.

“Picture me with shaggier hair,” I taunted as we went back and forth. “Now picture me handing you a silver coin and wishing you good luck against Crazy Ken. Does that help?”

“I knew there was something off about you!” Merrin snarled. “You son of a bitch!”
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Chapter 9

I had gotten to him.

“Took you long enough to figure it out,” I snickered, but then he advanced too quickly for me to keep up my taunts.

In between Merrin’s sword thrusts, I gave a few more strikes to his shield to see which leg he favored when he was defending. I thought he would lean more firmly on his left leg since he held the shield on his left side, but every time he blocked another blow, it looked like he kept at least half his weight on his right leg, if not more. It made it impossible for him to slam me with his shield like the other shielded man had tried to do, and it also meant his left side would be more vulnerable.

Still, even though I could pinpoint his weaker left leg and the fact that his sword thrusts leaned a little too much to the right, that didn’t mean he made for an easy opponent. This man was tough as shit, and he followed up every strike with a counterstrike of his own. I thought about switching to two weapons, but I kept using my left hand to feint grabs at his arm. Merrin really didn’t seem to like that, so it made it nearly impossible for him to find an opening against me.

He was definitely the most skilled fighter on the field, but this man’s motivation was nothing compared to mine. Merrin was interested in gold and not much else, certainly not much else he could write home to his mother about, but that wasn’t the case for me. I already had more gold and treasures than anybody I knew, even if the wealth was just a bonus.

My real treasure currently had their hands full of the blood and guts of our enemies, and as I heard my family finishing off the other hunters all around me, I knew there was nothing and no one who would get in my way of keeping them safe. I listened to the shrieks of the dying humans and the sound of tendons tearing as the gobs thoroughly enjoyed themselves with the last remaining hunters, and I let the noise turn into my victory soundtrack.

“Looks like your friends are all dead,” I growled.

Then I hammered my hatchet into his shield over and over again. The blows came too fast for him to get in a counterstrike with his sword, and it forced him to move backward in order to avoid taking a knee instead. He stumbled back once, then twice, and then a third time.

Straight into one of the girls’ last traps in the tall grass.

I had avoided it thanks to the tall cluster of white flowers that the girls had hidden it next to, but Merrin had no such luck. His left foot went straight down into the bear trap, and the jaws snapped shut around his ankle. He shrieked in pain and flung his shield out in front of himself to keep me from him, but his body was already sagging in agony.

I kicked his shield so it rattled back into his body, and then I waited for the inevitable sword swing that would follow. He thrust even more to the right than usual though, and when he totally missed me, I didn’t even bother taunting him anymore.

I just closed in and slammed the butt of my axe into the middle of his face. He was so stunned by this blow that he dropped both sword and shield, and then it was easy pickings. While he tried to get the stars to stop spinning around his head, I looked up at Tamzin and Khara, who had finished their kills and were now watching me with hungry looks.

“Get his armor off,” I ordered.

They didn’t hesitate. Tamzin lunged forward and pulled off the man’s breastplate at the same time Khara ripped off the plates guarding his shoulders. Enough of his body was exposed now, and I signaled my wives to step back again.

I brought my hatchet down onto his right shoulder first. It cut clear through his deltoid and made him scream again, and I had to wrench the axe back out of his flesh. I let my hatchet crash into the top of his skull next, but only deep enough to slice open his head a little, not enough to go all the way down into his brains. Then I hacked into his neck enough to start one of his arteries spurting, but not quite so much that I severed his head.

This asshole had just led a group of twenty hunters to attack my family, and he needed to pay for what he’d done.

When I hacked off his left arm next at the elbow, Merrin finally collapsed to both knees, and I realized that all the other sounds around me had fallen silent. I glanced around at the bloody field and saw that the rest of my family had finished off the other hunters, and now they had all joined Tamzin and Khara in watching me complete Merrin’s final punishment.

The armored man opened his mouth like he had the right to give any last words, but I didn’t give him the satisfaction. I twisted my torso so I could really get my momentum going, and then I swung my axe with all my might toward his bloody neck.

The hatchet carved right through flesh and bone. His head lolled to the side, not quite severed, but two more hits made the man’s thick neck finally snap. His body swayed for a few seconds before it collapsed, and then his head rolled away and stopped at Nika’s feet.

“Shit,” I panted. “Holy shit!”

“Are you not pleased with our performance, husband?” Khara wiped the blood from her fangs as she strode over to join me again.

“Or are you only surprised because we were so very, very brilliant?” Nika grinned and then held up a man’s chain mail shirt. “Look at what silly armor they were wearing, Ken Jewell! It is full of holes!”

“Is everybody okay?” I asked instead of answering my wives’ questions.

“Of course we are,” Calli purred, and the moment the blonde siren reached me, she brushed my hair back from my forehead and wiped someone else’s blood from my face.

“We are amazing, Daddy!” Athena giggled from the trench.

Sawsaw climbed up out of the deep ditch a moment later with Athena still on his shoulders. Abby and Akana scrambled up after him, and my siren daughter immediately skipped over to her goblin brothers. As she kissed them each on the cheek and awarded them each a human tooth, the gobs all went bashful like she’d just crowned them with flowers. Then Abby skipped away in the other direction, and they started to compare their teeth prizes with each other.

The little siren immediately moved toward me to hand me a human tooth, too.

“I am so proud of all my brothers,” Abby said seriously. “They did a very good Abby time, don’t you think, Sergeant Daddy?”

I would have shuddered at how bloodthirsty my little princess was, but honestly, I was just so impressed by how she and my other daughters had sprung into action that I couldn’t feel anything but pride.

“Hell yes, pumpkin,” I chuckled. “Thanks for the trophy.”

“None for me?” Tamzin smiled.

“Oh, yes, I have teeth for Mama and all my aunties, too!” Abby squealed as she ran to give the dryad her own human tooth. “I just wasn’t sure if you wanted a tooth trophy when you have a trophy of a whole human spine!”

I followed Abby’s gaze down to Tamzin’s hand and finally realized what she was holding: Derrin’s entire spine that she had ripped out of his body. I wondered if she had severed it before or after he died, but since he’d been one of the villagers who had captured her, I hoped she kept him alive and conscious until she’d pulled his entire spine out of his body.

“I took this for you, my love,” Tamzin told me as she held up the spine. “Would you like to suck the last of the tissue from the bones? I have already eaten my fill of this man’s breath, but there is no reason his spine should go to waste.”

I glanced at Fetch, who was literally slobbering at the sight of the human spine. “You know what? Let Fetch have it. He and all the gobs did a great job today, and I want them to know how proud I am.”

“For Fetch?” the little green monster whispered.

“Knock yourself out,” I snickered. “Not literally, though.”

From the way all the younger gobs started going at each other with the spine, I didn’t think they’d heard the last thing I said. They took turns pretending it was a whip versus a giant floppy Twizzler to chew on, but I just smiled and turned back to the rest of my family.

“Seriously,” I said. “You all did great. We’ve got some things to go over, but as a whole, I feel like that attack went really well.”

“Um, would one of those fucking things to go over be the giant fucking hole in the fucking drawbridge?” Ruby groaned behind me.

I turned to face the ginger-haired dwarf as she carefully picked her way around the hole and crossed the bridge to reach us. Torrance and his kids all followed behind her, and before I could tell Abby not to, the little siren was already handing out more tooth trophies not just to Ruby, but also to Matilda, Maximus, and Markus.

The human boys looked a little weirded out but also pretty pleased with themselves. Torrance very graciously told Abby that she should keep his tooth for herself since she had been extra heroic during the battle, and Ruby started crying at how sweet Abby was for giving her a trophy at all. Matilda was the biggest surprise though, since I thought for sure the human girl would look sick when she was offered the tooth of another human. But when she took her prize from the little siren, she kissed the top of Abby’s blonde hair.

“You did a great job, Aberdeen,” Matilda said very seriously.

“No, you did a great job!” Abby giggled. “If you hadn’t gotten that man’s attention with your amaaaaazing scream, he would never have come running to save you, and I would never have been able to use my burning powder against him!”

“Just like we planned,” Matilda said with a slight smile.

“Seventeen-year-old human girls really do seem to be the most dangerous creatures,” Calli whispered. “I was not sure before, but now I have definitely seen just how devious they can be. Matilda is a very impressive girl.”

“Perhaps we should have used her as bait from the beginning.” Nika tapped a finger against her lips. “Yes, next time I suggest we dangle Matilda from the wall! The humans will not be able to resist responding to her pitiful screams for help, and when they are completely distracted, we will sweep in and destroy them!”

“I’ll keep it in mind,” I chuckled. “She was a good distraction, but I think she was just as helpful with loading the catapults.”

“Y-you really think I was helpful?” Matilda asked breathlessly, and I wondered if she had missed the part where Nika was planning to dangle her from the top of the wall.

“Yeah, I do,” I replied, but before she could get too excited, I quickly continued: “All of you were. Everybody did their part to be helpful, and I think we had some impressive kills.”

“It is true, we were all impressive,” Khara agreed. “But your kill was the most impressive, husband. The leader of the humans was better trained than the others.”

“You noticed that too, huh?” I ran my fingers through my hair. “I bet he used to be a soldier before he turned into some kind of bounty hunter mercenary. It would explain the training. Maybe the armor, too.”

“I loved how you made him suffer before you killed him,” Calli hummed as she skimmed her fingers up my forearm. “If he had not been in so much pain, he would have begged for a swift death.”

“Yeah, that’s not really my normal M.O.,” I said. “Not the normal way I do things, I mean.”

“But Ken Jewell, it is the best way to do things!” Nika cried. “It is the best way to strike fear into the hearts of your enemies! It is the best way to declare yourself as the mightiest king in the land! It is the best way to make your wives completely wet and ready for your big--”

“Aaand I think we get the idea,” I cut her off with a laugh. “I know you’re all into making your enemies suffer and--”

“Making our enemies suffer,” Ruby clarified.

“Right, I know you’re all into making our enemies suffer,” I continued. “Feeding on their terror and pain, all that good underdark shit, but I prefer to give them a quick death. No point in dragging out a thing, you know?”

“Then why did you wound the human leader tonight before you killed him?” Khara asked.

“Have we been a good influence on you?” Nika giggled.

“Probably,” I chuckled. “I think I was just so pissed with him for coming here and trying to hurt you all, especially after everything I heard him say in town, that I just wanted to take a few extra seconds making him pay for it.”

“It was still more generous than he deserved,” Tamzin said in her low, sultry tone. “But his terror at the end sent shivers of pleasure down my spine, and I am glad you did not let him speak again.”

“Speaking of spines…” I trailed off with a pointed look.

“Ah.” Tamzin gave me a sly smile. “Speaking of people who deserved their deaths…”

I glanced at Torrance, but the old farmer didn’t seem bothered by all the talk about the humans’ suffering. He was actually just kneeling beside the bear trap that had caught Merrin’s ankle and inspecting the details of its mechanics. He barely even seemed to be paying attention to what we said, except for the fact that he had the smallest of satisfied smirks when Tamzin mentioned the man whose spine she had ripped out.

To be fair, the humans in this part of the world had made Torrance and his family suffer fucking plenty. So I doubted he gave two shits about the suffering of someone who would have killed him and his family just for associating with us.

“I would say that I hope you made that asshole suffer for helping to capture you,” I told Tamzin, “but based on what you did to his body, I’m pretty sure I’ve got my answer.”

“Oh, yes, he suffered.” Tamzin licked her lips. “It would have been sweeter to draw his breath out slowly over days on end until he was completely gasping and starved for air, but this was good, too. His surprise when I began to pull every ounce of air from his body was quite enjoyable.”

“I’m glad you got a chance to pay him back for what he did to you,” I said. “Even if it means you didn’t stick to the battle plan. But I’m gonna circle back around to that in a minute.”

Nika twirled in a neat little circle and then looked at me expectantly.

“I meant we should get rid of these bodies first,” I laughed. “Then we can go over all the details of how we did tonight.”

I looked at the carnage surrounding us and tried to decide the best way to dispose of the corpses. There were twenty bodies, each with a different number of missing limbs or organs. The ground was soaked with so much blood that the soil was totally saturated, and that meant we were surrounded with shallow puddles and pools of blood that were only ever so slowly seeping into the ground.

“I have an idea, Daddy!” Abby volunteered. “Why don’t we let Handsome take care of the blood?”

“Where the hell is Handsome?” I looked around for the shaggy black wolf-dog who normally couldn’t be separated from my three daughters, especially Abby.

“I locked him in the house,” the little siren admitted. “I wanted my siblings to have lots of chances to kill the bad men without his help, and Handsome is so good at killing that I knew my brothers and sisters might not get to kill as many.”

“That makes sense,” I agreed. “But maybe next time, you can work on training him to obey you so he only attacks when you tell him to. If any of you girls had gotten into a pinch, I would have liked Handsome there to help you in addition to Sawsaw. Two is always better than one.”

“But three is the best of all,” Athena said solemnly as she climbed down Sawsaw to come and stand between her two sisters.

“You might be right about that,” I chuckled. “But go ahead and get Handsome, Abby. He can definitely help clean up the blood, and more importantly, he can help us hunt down all the body parts that we’ve scattered in every direction.”

“After that woman blew a hole in the drawbridge,” Ruby said, “I’m pretty sure I saw Blink and Timber tear a man’s eyeballs out and throw them in two different directions, followed by his balls and his fingers. So yeah, having Handsome hunt down all the body parts is probably a pretty fucking good idea.”

Blink and Timber cackled like little psychopaths, and Shitter patted them each on the head with a look like a proud mama hen.

Abby skipped back toward the house to get Handsome, followed by Athena and Akana. The little red-haired gob girl imitated her big sister by skipping along after her, but Akana just trudged forward with grim determination like she was on a death march, or maybe just a death metal march.

“So what do we think?” I asked as I turned back to look at the bodies again. “Bury, burn, or toss into the underdark?”

Sawsaw raised his hand. “Quarry.”

“What do you mean?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Gobs still got energy,” Sawsaw explained. “Sawsaw lead quarry run. Throw bodies in underdark on way.”

I couldn’t believe that my sons were still hyped up after the battle, but they really were redheaded bundles of pure energy. And since we had so much of the wall that still needed building, it wouldn’t hurt for them to make a run for more granite.

If I hadn’t spent the day in Hamstead, followed by a fight with twenty professional hunters, followed by what I planned to be another day in Hamstead tomorrow, then I might have joined them on the quarry run. But it was good for them to do things independently, even if it did mean that my little green monsters were starting to grow up.

“Alright,” I said. “Markus and Maximus, can you go ahead and get the wagons hitched up to the draft horses? We’ll load all the bodies and pieces into the back of one, and then we’ll just make sure we wash it out good when the gobs come back from the quarry.”

“Yes, sir, Mister Ken!” Markus said, and then both boys took off across the bridge.

“What do you think, Ruby?” I asked. “Can the drawbridge still hold its own when the gobs come back with the granite?”

“Don’t worry, I’m fucking on it,” Ruby said, and then she disappeared back across the bridge without another word of explanation.

When Abby came back from the house with Handsome a few minutes later, the shaggy wolf-dog immediately began chasing down stray fingers, arms, intestines, ears, and anything else he could find. It wasn’t like we had to worry about anyone tracking the hunters here since their corpses were literally right in front of our homestead, but that was also kind of the point. Since their bodies were right in front of our home, I wasn’t about to let this bunch of assholes fill the air with their stench while they rotted.

Ruby came back while Handsome and the gobs were still hunting down all the body parts, and with Timber’s help, she quickly patched the hole in the drawbridge with enough sturdy wood that it would hold up against any load that drove across it. I’d have to see about getting my hands on enough metal to craft some kind of steel or iron door one of these days, just in case we ran into another magi with superhuman strength, but the repaired drawbridge would do just fine for now.

After we finished loading up all the corpses into the back of one of the wagons, the gobs seemed eager to set off, but I still wanted to debrief everybody first. Matilda and Calliope brought snacks from the house, my daughters spread out a picnic blanket over the grass, and all twenty members of the homestead sat down to share food together.

There was a strawberry upside-down cake, a tray of oatmeal raisin cookies, beef and venison jerky, and skewers of lightly roasted cucumbers, tomatoes, and snap peas. I had no idea how they’d created so much new food so fast, or if they’d had it waiting in the wings before the fight even started. Hell, Matilda’s magic power could be whipping up food, especially desserts, at lightning speed. Maybe she was just coming into her powers early.

After we chowed down for a few minutes, I took a swig of ale to wash it down and then cleared my throat.

“Alright, troops,” I said. “Let’s go over the battle. How do we think it went?”

“Perfect!” Nika cheered. “Beautiful! Amazing! Bloody! Brilliant!”

“It was definitely bloody brilliant,” I said with a smirk. “But I mean specifics. For example, we planned to stay inside our walls as long as we could and pick them off from inside, but how did that go?”

“Less amazing,” Ruby snickered. “Probably because dryads apparently lose all patience when revenge is on the table.”

“There are not many things that make me lose my head.” Tamzin shrugged. “Only when someone steals from me or tries to hurt me or my family, but then I am very, very impatient.”

“That was definitely not part of the plan,” I agreed. “I’m glad you got a chance to take revenge, Tamzin. But next time, maybe tell the rest of us what you’re planning to do before you do it.”

“But she did,” Khara countered. “She said that person was a human who helped capture her. Of course she was going to go after him after that. What else was there to plan? He was bad, she saw him, and then she jumped down to go kill him.”

“Fair enough,” I replied. “I meant maybe next time, we could all go after our attackers together instead of streaming in one at a time to the fight.”

My wives looked less than convinced by this, but Shitter looked like he was trying to take careful mental notes.

I sent my second-oldest son an approving nod that he returned with scowling determination.

“I think I’ve got one, Ken,” Torrance offered. “We had plans to use the catapults and bombs against the hunters, but neither one ended up working because of that magi they had on their team.”

“I thought the Nika catapult worked wonderfully,” Nika sighed about herself. “Don’t you think it worked wonderfully, Ken Jewell?”

“It was a clever use for a catapult, I’ll give you that much,” I snickered. “I can’t believe you went along with that, Ruby.”

“Nika is very persuasive,” Ruby giggled. “Also, I’m very good at numbers. I adjusted the tension on the arm to make up for how much lighter she is than a boulder, so I knew she wouldn’t overshoot the mark and end up way in the forest or anything.”

“Well, I’m very glad you both waited until the magi’s shield was down,” I said with a smile. “Otherwise, you would have bounced right off into the forest, anyway. But you’re right, Torrance. We didn’t anticipate them to have a magi who had the force field shield, or whatever the fuck that was.”

“There’s all kinds of powers in the world, I reckon,” Torrance said with a thoughtful nod. “Never seen that one myself before, though. Seen a person command ants before. Seen a person whose nose hair grew so fast they could cut it every day and weave a rug out of it. But I ain’t never seen an invisible defense shield. Sure was somethin’.”

“Human powers are fascinating,” Calliope whispered, and then she leaned over to squeeze Matilda’s hand. “I wonder what yours will be!”

“I just hope it ain’t growing nose hairs,” Matilda moaned.

Markus and Maximus immediately started pretending to braid each other’s nose hairs, and Fetch and Burp instantly imitated their actions. I just rolled my eyes at the boys’ antics and shook my head.

“The shield was almost a problem,” I said. “Look, we know how to fight, no doubt about it. But when it comes to humans with strong magic powers, we’ve still got some work to do. We need more ranged weapons other than bombs and catapult projectiles. We should train on bows in case an arrow could have made it through his shield. Also, if we want to last inside the walls, we’ll clearly need some more precision weapons like bows, anyway.”

“We could dip arrows into Elvira’s burning powder,” Abby suggested as her hand popped up into the air. “Then if our arrows pierce their brains, it will make their brains burn, and that will be even better than making their eyes burn!”

“That’s a perfect idea, sweetie,” I said. “The burning powder was a big hit. But if we get more from Elvira, you’ll be in charge of keeping it locked up tight when we’re not using it. We wouldn’t want the gobs to get into it by accident, would we?”

“Nooo?” Abby drew out the word with a mischievous giggle, like she was already planning all the ways she could trick her brothers into using the burning powder and accidentally shitting themselves.

“I’ve got my eye on you,” I warned her, but I couldn’t keep my expression serious.

“Thanks, Daddy!” Abby squealed. “I can’t wait for you to watch all the amazing new ways I come up with to kill our enemies!”

“And I can’t wait to see them,” I chuckled.

We had a few bows we’d picked up from the Ashgor treasure hold, even though I sure as hell had never seen a goblin use a bow before. I’d have to train my family on them soon, but until then, at least we would have the bombs and catapults on our side. We also had these hunters’ bows now, and when we added them to our stock of weapons, I would be able to compare their quality against the ones we’d taken from Ashgor.

Overall though, we’d done a good job, and the first test of our defensive walls had gone well. There had been some surprises from the magi in the hunting party, but we’d rolled with it, and if there was one thing I knew about my bloodthirsty and impressive family, it was that we were always ready to improvise.

Once we’d all finished our snacks, Sawsaw led the gobs north on a quarry run. He drove the wagon with all the dead bodies in the lead, and Shitter promised to drive the wagon right behind him and keep an eye out for any stray body parts that might fall out of the cart. Canigo drove the third wagon with Fetch and Burp beside him, and Blink and Timber took responsibility for the fourth and fifth wagons.

Once the gobs were gone, Torrance and his family went to bed, and I planned to head there myself. My little girls had different ideas, though. Athena demanded a bedtime story, and Akana climbed up in my lap and refused to go anywhere until I gave into Athena’s demands.

Not that I had any intention of resisting. If my little pumpkins wanted a bedtime story, then that was exactly what I was going to give them: one about ferocious little princesses who slayed all their enemies and saved their home from evil humans.

All three girls ended up asleep in my arms by the end of the story. After my wives and I put them to bed, I let them massage the tension from my muscles. I was so tired that I was about to hit the floor without even making it all the way to the bed, but then the sound of galloping hooves made me sit straight up.

“It’s too early for the gobs to be back,” I hissed. “Grab your weapons.”

“Oh, there is no need for weapons,” Calli giggled. “That is only the hunters’ horses coming back like I told them to!”

I stared at her. “I’m sorry, what?”

“When I sang my song and made them all throw their riders, I told them not to run too far away,” the siren answered. “I told them to come back in a few hours because we had the most amazing fields for them to graze in, and a beautiful, warm barn for them to sleep in!”

“Thank God,” I exhaled. “I thought it was villagers coming to try and finish the job.”

We hurried back out and put down the drawbridge again. Sure enough, twenty horses galloped straight into the homestead, and as I looked at all of them, I pinched the bridge of my nose.

“Don’t get me wrong,” I said. “I’m glad the horses didn’t run off to Buckshire or Hamstead or anywhere else that would tell the villagers the hunters are most definitely dead. But what are we going to do with twenty horses?”

“Sell them?” Ruby suggested.

“That might be a bit tricky since they belonged to the hunters,” I replied. “That means we can’t sell them in Hamstead, and I think selling twenty horses in Buckshire might raise more questions than it’s worth.”

“And we certainly don’t need the money,” Tamzin said with a smile. “You are already the richest king in the land, my love.”

“That’s also true,” I said.

“We will find a use for them,” Khara said. “We have more than enough food to sustain them, and I am sure it is a better thing to have twenty extra horses than not to have twenty extra horses.”

“You’ll have to add building a second barn to your list, Ruby,” I said. “Or at least another wing to the one we’ve got. They won’t fit in the one we’ve got now, and besides, I think it might make Charlie a little jealous.”

“As if anyone could replace your faithful black steed,” Nika sighed.

We rigged up a temporary pen for the horses that night, and when I finally stumbled back inside, I was asleep before my face hit the pillow. I slept soundly without a single dream, and by the time I woke up the next morning, I felt restored and ready to return to Hamstead.

I had a duchess to find.
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Chapter 10

After I ate a quick breakfast and washed it down with some coffee, I found Sawsaw outside to check in with him, even though I could see from all the gleaming new granite that things must have gone well. He and the other gobs had enjoyed a perfect quarry run, and they’d disposed of all the bodies in various pits and lakes in the underdark. No one had bothered them, either human or monster, and they’d even gotten enough sleep last night that they woke up this morning refreshed and ready to carry out all of Ruby’s commands.

The petite redhead had started half the gobs on construction of a new barn wing for our new horses. She tasked the other half with continued construction on the wall, and she had even managed to get the girls to mind the kiln. Khara and Tamzin were helping the gobs with the wall, and Calli was helping Nika start on the silo for our wheat whenever we harvested the first crop.

“Torrance!” I called when I spotted the old farmer in the garden. “Let me bend your ear for a minute.”

“Sure thing, Ken.” Torrance stood up from where he was hoeing a garden row and took his hat in his hands. “What can I do for you this morning?”

“I’ve got a question about the blacksmith up in Hamstead,” I said. “Is he usually given to exaggeration?”

“Can’t say that he is,” Torrance answered. “Now, he ain’t always the most pleasant person to talk to, but that’s on account of his filthy mouth, not because he’s a liar and you don’t know when you can believe him or not.”

“I thought that might be the case,” I said. “He thinks he saw the duchess in town, and I just wondered if there might be any truth to it.”

“If he said that, I imagine he sure thinks he saw the duchess,” Torrance chuckled. “Don’t necessarily mean he did, but he’s at least convinced himself.”

I shrugged. “I’ve gotta start somewhere.”

“You must be awful sweet on the duchess to care so much about what happens to her,” Torrance said with a suggestive waggle of his eyebrows.

“You’re as bad as Nika,” I groaned. “I just feel a responsibility to her, that’s all. I got her home destroyed and everything, and now she’s got nowhere else to go.”

“Except for back to her husband,” Torrance pointed out. “Only I reckon she wants to go back to him about as much as you want her to go back to him. Which is to say, not at all.”

“You notice too much,” I chuckled.

“Happens when you’ve been around as long as I have,” Torrance said with an easy grin. “Good luck today, friend.”

I thanked him for the information about the blacksmith and got Charlie hitched up and ready to go to Hamstead. I told Abby she had to stay home today, but the little siren seemed content with watching the flames at the kiln. Actually, it was probably because she kept whispering to her sisters about how amazing it would be to slow roast their enemies in the kiln the next time humans attacked us, and Akana and Athena were listening as intently as Handsome where he laid in the grass between them.

After I got dressed and ready, I kissed each of my wives goodbye and then started driving toward the Hamstead-Buckshire road. There was no trace of the fight from last night, other than a few places where the grass had been beaten down a little. But as far as I could see, there were no bloodstains or severed limbs left, and I was proud of how well my family had cleaned up after themselves. Earlier that morning, Athena had already reset the traps in the tall grass in all their designated areas, but Charlie knew exactly where he was going and how to avoid them.

The truth was that as much as I enjoyed my trips to town with Abby, I was glad she hadn’t fought to come with me. I even checked under the wagon when I was about ten minutes from home, just to make sure the little siren hadn’t secretly stowed away. It was for the best that she stayed behind today, if only because I wasn’t sure exactly what I would find when I got back to Hamstead.

I did want to keep my ear out for any more word concerning the duchess, but I also wanted to make sure the hunting party last night hadn’t set up any kind of failsafe before they headed out to find us. I was pretty sure the answer was no, since Abby had used her siren song to help them find us faster. If we had waited until they found us naturally, they might have told someone where they were going or when to expect them back. My siren daughter’s persuasive song had more than likely acted as an override to any of their smarter instincts, though.

Still, it wouldn’t hurt to double-check.

But if yesterday was any indication, trying to hear gossip about the duchess was no place for a little girl, and neither was any talk about bounty hunters, monsters, or Crazy Ken. She could be as proud as she wanted that her daddy was on the humans’ Most Wanted list, but she sure as shit didn’t need to hear everything the humans said about me.

When I arrived in Hamstead a few hours later, the town still seemed primed for an invasion, but people did look slightly less tense than they had just a day ago. There were still some idiots drilling in the street as if they wouldn’t piss themselves if their own shadow looked at them wrong, and everyone’s windows were still boarded up, along with a few doors.

But for the most part, people went about like it was business as usual, and if they had to duck under a few boards nailed in place to get into their shops, then they acted like that was how they’d always done things so it was no big deal. Even Elvira’s shop was bustling with customers when I passed it, and as soon as I saw her through the window, I breathed a sigh of relief that she seemed well and then drove on.

She hadn’t seen me through the window, and as much as I liked chatting with the old alchemist, I didn’t have a good reason to come back to town two days in a row. She might start to get suspicious one of these days if I kept showing up all the time, but if I wasn’t able to pick up any gossip from the rest of the town, then I might circle back to her shop in the end.

First, I figured that I’d start with his Holy Brightness, or as Elvira called him, his Holy Blightness.

It was a bit of a risk, but I drove Charlie to the building with the symbol of a big ‘S’ on it, hitched him to the post, and then slipped into the back. It looked as much like a church on the inside as it did on the outside, and I guessed the procedure was pretty much the same. There were a few other people there like I’d imagined, and since they were all kneeling in their pews, I did the same thing toward the back of the sanctuary.

I kept my head slightly bowed, but my gaze kept moving around to take in my surroundings. It wasn’t hard to see where the priest spent his money, between the white leather pew seats and the gold trimmings at the altar up front. The altar itself was one gigantic slab of white granite from the duke’s quarry, and a giant gold ‘S’ hung on the wall behind it. Wooden rafters crisscrossed high above me, but each one was strung with strands of gold and jewels that caught the afternoon light and made the whole sanctuary sparkle.

It might have been pretty if I hadn’t just seen his Holy Blightness taking people’s hard-earned money yesterday for no good reason. But it did give me an idea of something to do with my stupid amount of riches in my treasure hold. Whenever I finally built my granite castle, I could make a room or a whole wing of the structure dedicated to showing off my wealth. Nika would especially love it if I created a room where she could enjoy the sparkle of gold and the sparkle of the suns’ light at the same time.

And I had no doubt she would thank me for that room over and over and over again.

Probably right on top of all the gigantic piles of money I had.

“I haven’t seen you here before,” the priest said to my left.

I suppressed an eye roll at the fact that I had been so distracted thinking about Nika, I hadn’t paid attention when the man in white and gold appeared beside me.

“Uh, there’s a first time for everything, I guess.” I kept my voice quiet out of respect for the other people in the sanctuary.

“Of course there is,” the priest said with an irritating smugness. “Let me guess what brings you here.”

“Probably the same thing that brings everybody else,” I joked. “I’d rather not get murdered in my bed by a monster lover.”

“I confess I have had a few sleepless nights over Crazy Ken, too,” the priest said, even though he looked like he probably slept about as soundly as the cat who ate the canary. “It worries us all, but it is good of you to stop and pray here. Perhaps you could spare a prayer for the brave hunters who went in search of the Monster Lover and his army of darkness yesterday.”

“They left already?” I asked innocently.

“Before the suns went down,” the priest confirmed.

“But no one has heard from them since?” I asked.

“No, but the Monster Lover is clever,” the man replied. “It may take them days to track him back to his lair, but they are a fine group. I have no doubt that wherever he is hiding, they’ll find him, hunt him, and put him down, along with all the fiends who serve him.”

“Amen?” I guessed.

“I am not familiar with this phrase.” The priest frowned.

“I’m from south of Buckshire,” I said quickly. “Grew up in a real small village, and our priest was a bit, uh…”

“Ah.” The priest’s lip curled. “A rural priest. That explains it.”

I almost laughed in this man’s face since he was only the priest of a village, even if he did act like he was the pope. But the amount of gold the man wore told me he probably held a decent rank, and it definitely wouldn’t serve my purposes to insult him.

“I’ll keep them in my prayers,” I said. “And of course, I’ll leave a donation in the box before I go.”

“Then I am sure your prayers will be answered,” the priest said. “The Holy Twins look generously on all those with generous hearts.”

I had absolutely zero intention of leaving anything for this man, but it helped get him off my back faster. He made the rounds further along the aisle toward the altar, and when he stopped to talk to another man a few rows up, I slipped out the back as quickly as I could.

So far, so good.

The asshole had confirmed exactly what I needed him to.

No one knew for sure where the hunters had gone, and no one knew they were dead. As far as the priest and the rest of Hamstead was concerned, they could be gone for days, maybe even a week, before people would start to wonder if they were coming back.

I went to a pub for a late lunch, and I made sure to pick one that I wouldn’t normally have taken my daughter to. I wanted to be sure and hear every piece of grimy gossip possible if it would help me protect my family from future hunters or help me track down the duchess. I kept my head down and ate my lunch, and then I ordered an ale to pass the time while I heard men come and go for another hour before I heard anything interesting.

Then a group of about five older men came in like this was their own personal cafeteria, and from the way the servers greeted them, I guessed they must come here just about every day for lunch. There were plenty of other men around, all drinking and talking, but this group was by far the loudest and most comfortable.

They were exactly what I was looking for.

“You heard about the advertisement that his Holy Brightness put out, of course,” one of the older men said after they shared a few minutes of chitchat in the booth next to mine.

“Now come on,” a man with massive mutton chops said. “You know damn well that your son is the one who works for the priest so you always know what’s happening before the rest of us do.”

“Well, you might be right about that,” the first man chuckled and then leaned forward. “So you didn’t hear this from me, fellas. Mostly on account of the fact that them younger folks in Hamstead ain’t gonna be too pleased.”

“Not pleased about what?” a white-haired man groaned. “You sure do know how to drag a thing out, Aldus.”

“I can’t help that I’m a natural-born storyteller,” Aldus snickered. “The thing is, his Holy Brightness is so fed up with Crazy Ken that he’s putting out a call for adventurers to the whole damn kingdom.”

“You’re fucking with us,” Mutton Chops said.

“On my son’s life,” Aldus insisted.

“What about the group of hunters that just went out?” another old man asked. “He don’t think they’ll find the Monster Lover? He was standing up there right beside them and everything, like he was giving them his own personal blessing.”

“Between you and me, I don’t think he has a lot of faith in anybody that’s kin to Derrin,” Aldus replied. “Derrin might be a good fighter, but he’s also a bit of a shit-for-brains, and I imagine his brother is cut from the same cloth. So when that group turns up dead or just doesn’t turn up again, like all the rest of them, the priest wants to have an answer ready for people.”

“Otherwise, it’ll be total chaos,” the fifth old man agreed. “Looting, rioting, the works.”

“Exactly,” Aldus said.

“Where’s he sending word to?” White Hair asked. “Outside of Bellfrey’s dukedom?”

“You bet,” Aldus answered. “He’s got messages written up to send to the king, Oxpool in the north, Norring in the south, and even Pacoris on the other side of the capital.”

“They’re supposed to have some of the best adventurers in the kingdom,” Mutton Chops said with a thoughtful nod.

“Who’s gonna pay for all these adventurers to come and hunt down Crazy Ken?” the fifth old man asked. “That’s what I’d like to know.”

“That’s the best part,” Aldus chuckled. “Nobody knows any different, so the messages from his Holy Brightness all say that Crazy Ken is loaded down with treasure, and his treasure is all fair game to anyone who kills him. Adventurers will come to the town, pay for food and lodgings and bring a nice bit of business around, and then go get themselves killed trying to win themselves some gold.”

“Or they’ll actually kill him,” Mutton Chops said. “Then we get rid of Crazy Ken, and Hamstead becomes the site of a famous battle between the forces of evil and the adventurers of good. It’ll be a real tourist draw.”

“Then what the fuck is the priest waiting for?” White Hair asked. “He should have sent those messages out weeks ago.”

Aldus started to answer, but when the door to the pub opened, I suddenly tuned out everything around me. The figure had her hood pulled up over her face, and she hunched her body slightly forward to keep anyone from looking in her direction. But I would have recognized the shade of blue poking out from beneath her cloak anywhere.

She glided all the way to the back of the pub, slid into the booth across from me, and then threw her hood back with a flirty smile.

“Hey there, stranger,” Penelope said and then blew me a kiss across the table. “I’ve been looking for you.”

“Penelope!” I couldn’t help but grin at the sight of the beautiful woman, even if I was surprised to see her here.

The brothel owner was wearing her usual shade of blue under her summer cloak, and her wavy black hair tumbled down the front of her shoulders. Her dark blue eyes seemed to be filled with laughter as she listened to the conversations all around us, but she didn’t say anything else at first. She just reached across the table, grabbed my ale, and finished it before sliding the empty glass back toward me.

I glanced around to make sure no one else was listening, but Penelope had come in so quietly that the rest of the men in the pub hadn’t seemed to notice. They were all so busy talking about adventurers and Crazy Ken that they didn’t even turn around, but that just confirmed what I already knew about them: they were goddamn fools if they didn’t pay attention when a breathtaking woman like Penelope walked into the room.

It was hard to focus just when I inhaled the sweet scent of lavender that surrounded her, but I forced my gaze to stay on her face instead of the pale swell of cleavage that was peeking out from beneath her cloak. When she gave me another sly smile, I wondered if her magic power was mindreading, but I hoped to the Holy Twins or anyone else who was listening that wasn’t the case, because if there was one thing I knew about my thoughts right now, it was that they were not the pure and holy kind.

“Not happy to see me?” Penelope asked finally.

“Of course I’m happy to see you,” I whispered. “Just a little, uh, surprised?”

“Well, it’s been so long since you’ve dropped by the brothel,” Penelope said with a playful pout. “Or at least between you and me, it feels like an awfully long time. So, I thought I’d come find you myself, and I’ve been checking every pub and every storefront for the last few days.”

“You really must have missed me,” I teased. “It hasn’t even been a week.”

“Like I said.” The blue-eyed woman twirled one of her long black locks around her finger. “Sooo long. And sooo hard. Hard to go without seeing you, that is, and here I thought we were friends.”

“We are friends,” I answered. “At least on my end, we are.”

Penelope glanced around to make sure none of the servers were on their way over to us, and then she slid her hand across the table to grab mine. Her fingers were cool to the touch, and she gripped me firmly enough that it made me sit up a little straighter.

“Then come visit me,” Penelope hissed with another squeeze of my hand. “Today, if you can.”

The woman’s dark blue eyes seemed especially intense. It felt like they were looking straight into my soul, and for the few seconds that she held my gaze, the rest of the room turned dark around me. It was as if I were drifting on the ocean at midnight, and only my grip on an ice floe was keeping me from going under.

I didn’t know what was going on with Penelope, but I sure as hell knew something was up. When I blinked and let the rest of the pub come back into focus around us, Penelope quickly pulled her hand back across the table, flipped her hood back up over her face, and drew her cloak close to her body.

“Hope to see you soon,” the woman whispered, and then with a smirk, she mouthed the words: “Monster Lover.”

She left just as quickly as she’d entered, and even though a few more people seemed to notice her on the way out, nobody said anything or stopped their conversations. I’d picked this pub to eavesdrop on some gossip exactly because it was the kind of place that prostitutes probably came in and out of all the time. But they were still all fools or maybe just blind to not even bat an eye when a woman like Penelope walked by.

I only hoped the blue-eyed woman hadn’t gotten into trouble on my account. She’d seemed okay, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the risk she’d taken when she helped me break Tamzin out of jail. If anyone ever traced that back to her, I couldn’t even bring myself to contemplate what the villagers would do to her.

But there was no way to find out what she wanted to talk about in private without going to her brothel. So I finished my drink to make sure I didn’t seem suspicious, and then without drawing any more attention to myself, I paid my bill, left a nice tip, and slipped out the door.

I took Charlie on a roundabout way to get to the brothel. It was a little further from here than the area of the town where I usually spent my time, but I was still a little paranoid that someone might be watching me. I crossed one of the bridges over the river that snaked through town and noticed that it was just as rickety as Elvira had complained about.

Charlie and the wagon held up just fine though, and after I maneuvered us down a few more streets, I crossed back across the river using a different bridge. Then I finally pulled up to Penelope’s brothel and hitched up Charlie in a spot out of sight from most people passing by.

When I walked up the front steps, the burly female bouncer raised her eyebrows. “She was hoping she’d get to see you again.”

“I was hoping for the same thing,” I said. “Is she in?”

“She’s in her room,” the bouncer replied. “Go on, then.”

I nodded my thanks and hurried inside. The brothel’s layout had been easy to memorize, and I quickly ascended the stairs up to the second floor, then passed down the hallway to Penelope’s room. After I knocked on the door, I took a step back and waited, but no one answered the first time. I knocked again, and there was still silence.

When I raised my hand to knock a third time, Penelope opened the door, stepped into the hallway, and shut it behind her again. This put her body right next to mine, and my hand had to brush her arm when I lowered it back to my side. The black-haired woman leaned back against the door and smiled up at me, and I realized she had somehow managed to loop her fingers through the belt loops of my pants without me even realizing it.

“Good of you to drop by, Monster Lover,” she said with a low laugh, and then she pulled our hips a little closer together.

“You made it sound like it was pretty important that I come by and see you,” I pointed out. “Unless you just really missed my company.”

“Can’t it be both?” Penelope smirked, but then her dark blue gaze grew steely again, and she dropped her hands from my belt. “I am glad you came, though. I meant it when I said that I’ve been looking for you everywhere the past few days, ever since…”

“Ever since?” I prompted after the black-haired woman trailed off, and then I lightly touched her arm. “What’s wrong, Penelope? Are you in some kind of trouble?”

“Oh, I almost wish I was, with you being so concerned and everything,” Penelope said with a wry smile. “But no, I’m alright enough. It’s someone else who needs your help.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Come inside,” the blue-eyed beauty said. “See for yourself.”

Penelope slipped her hand in mine and quickly pulled me through the door before she fastened it shut again. When she locked it too, I wondered if all the cloak and daggers were overkill. Then again, I’d seen how fast Hamstead could turn rough, and I had no doubt that was even more true for women in Penelope’s line of work.

“You can come out,” Penelope called to the empty room. “It’s our mutual friend.”

There was a rustle of movement behind the curtain screen in the corner of the room, where the bathtub was normally hidden. Then the curtain pulled back slightly, and Duchess Safia strode out with her head held high. A flicker of surprise crossed her face when she saw me, but she didn’t miss a step as she crossed the distance between us.

She was even more stunning than I remembered.

She was dressed in a dark golden gown that highlighted her warm brown skin. Her long hair was just as black as Penelope’s, but it was straight where Penelope’s was thick and wavy, and Safia’s hair had pearls woven into it to hold it half-up. She looked like she was headed to dinner with a king instead of hiding out in a brothel, and when she reached me, she let her dark brown gaze slide up and down my body like she kept trying to cement me in her memory.

“Holy shit,” I said with a grin. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

“I thought you might have been,” Penelope chuckled behind me. “Now aren’t you glad I came and found you?”

“It’s you,” Safia whispered, but she didn’t sound surprised or worried. She mostly just sounded curious. “I thought Penelope was having a good laugh at my expense, but it really is you.”

“Thanks a lot,” Penelope muttered. “You know you don’t have to both just stand there staring at each other like we’re all uncivilized. Have a seat, kick your feet up. I’d offer to grab you both some tea, but I think you might need something a little stronger.”

“Stronger sounds good,” I said, and then I led the duchess over to Penelope’s sitting area beside the window.

The curtains were completely closed despite the fact that it was the middle of the day, but I had no doubt they’d been closed since Safia first showed up at the brothel. All it would take was one nosy person to spot her through the window, and then news of her hideout would run through Hamstead like wildfire until it passed on and reached the duke’s ears up in Grimford.

And since the duchess was hiding out here, I was pretty fucking sure she didn’t want Duke Bellfrey to hear shit about shit.

After the three of us sat down and Penelope poured us each a glass of smooth ale, I took a sip and then leaned back in my chair. Safia was still studying me like she didn’t quite believe what was in front of her, but she carefully set her ale down and pressed her lips together.

“What are you doing here?” Safia finally asked with a slight edge in her tone.

“Not so fast,” I laughed. “You’re the duchess hiding out in a brothel. I think that means you have to answer my questions first.”

“It most certainly does not,” the duchess argued. “You’re the Monster Lover, so you answer my questions.”

“So you finally figured out I was telling the truth, did you?” I grinned. “I told you I was Crazy Ken. I couldn’t help that you didn’t believe me.”

“I had no reason to believe you,” Safia said.

“To be fair, you had no reason not to, sweetcheeks,” Penelope snickered. “You told me he broke into the castle, snuck into your private rooms, and then told you how an orc army was about to totally destroy everything that the duke had ever built.”

“That is not the point!” Safia’s cheeks flushed with anger.

“Let’s start over,” I said and then leaned forward in my chair. “Who I am doesn’t really matter. You know I’m a friendly face, and since I take it you’re a little bit short on friends at the moment, I don’t think you’re too upset to see me. What I’m most concerned about is how the hell you ended up here, and more importantly, how glad I am that you made it out of the castle alive.”

“You are?” Safia arched a black eyebrow.

“You’d think a duchess would know better than to buy into all the rumors about Crazy Ken,” Penelope told me. “But if she wants to believe that the tread of your boots can cause an earthquake, or that your saliva poisons every plant you spit on, then I suppose it’s her right.”

“Poisonous saliva?” I smirked at the blue-eyed woman. “That’s a new one.”

“I thought it was a good one, too,” Penelope said. “Not quite as theatrical as the lightning bolts you fart out, but still pretty solid.”

“Of course I’m glad you made it out of the castle.” I turned back toward Safia. “Why else do you think I warned you about the orcs in the first place?”

The duchess narrowed her eyes, but when I held her gaze steadily, she slowly leaned back in her chair and then visibly relaxed.

“I was only surprised to see you here,” Safia said and then gave a heavy sigh. “When Penelope said she knew Crazy Ken and that he might be able to help me out, I thought she was…”

“Crazy?” Penelope finished the duchess’ thought. “Why don’t you start at the beginning, sweetcheeks? I have a feeling our Monster Lover is dying to know how you ended up in a brothel instead of, you know, dying at the hands of the orcs.”

Safia glanced at the curtains pulled over the window as if she could see through them to the streets of Hamstead outside. She took a deep breath, and when she looked back at Penelope and me, the brown-skinned woman seemed calmer and more collected.

“When you broke into the castle and told me about the orcs, I thought you were a madman,” Safia explained. “But as much as I tried, I couldn’t get your words out of my head.”

“Thoughts of Crazy Ken kept you up all night, hmm?” Penelope teased, and to my surprise, the duchess actually smiled.

“Something like that,” she answered. “I figured I didn’t have a lot of time, so two nights later when the duke was busy, I told the guards the same man was back that I supposedly spotted through the window when I was distracting them for you.”

“Ooh, intrigue!” Penelope winked at me. “You failed to mention that you and sweetcheeks have been in cahoots this whole time.”

“I wasn’t sure we were,” I chuckled. “Go ahead, Safia.”

“The guards ran in to look because of course they had to,” the duchess continued. “As soon as they became indisposed, I grabbed the small bag I’d packed and fled down the hallway. Then--”

“Nope, hold on,” I interrupted. “You can’t just gloss over a detail like that. What happened to the guards? How did they suddenly become indisposed?”

“Are you really going to make me say it?” The tone of command in Safia’s voice might have worked on most people, but I just shook my head with a grin.

“I really am,” I said. “If we have a golden-gowned serial killer on our hands, we really ought to know about it, don’t you think?”

“Oh, absolutely,” Penelope agreed.

“I didn’t kill anyone,” Safia said sharply, but then a flicker of uncertainty crossed her face. “At least I don’t think I did. I just hit them over the head with a brass candlestick holder.”

“Hard?” Penelope asked.

“Hard enough to knock them out,” Safia said with a curt nod. “I didn’t stay around long enough to check if they still had pulses.”

“It would be pretty hard to kill somebody with just one blow to the head,” I said.

“It might have been a few blows,” the duchess admitted.

“Still, I’m sure you just knocked them out cold,” I assured her. “They probably woke up a few hours later with a hell of a headache.”

“That would be a pity,” Safia said quietly. “They kept me under lock and key every hour of the day and night. A headache from a blow to the head is a mercy compared to what they deserve.”

“Wait, were you actually trying to kill them?” Penelope glanced at me, as if this was definitely not something she’d planned on as part of her hide-a-duchess package.

“Not trying,” Safia said. “Just… curious, I suppose. Curious whether I did or not.”

It certainly wasn’t the response I’d expected from a duchess who looked like she’d just stepped out of a painting, but I had a feeling there was a lot more to the duchess than met the eye. I’d heard the way she commanded the guards before, and if she could take such a superior tone with the men who kept her locked up, I had no doubt that she wouldn’t hestiate to knock them the fuck out when given the opportunity.

“As I was saying,” Safia said with her chin held high again, “as soon as the guards were indisposed, I fled as quickly as I could. The servants all looked the other way, and I hid every time I saw another guard. Then I ran out of the keep, through the postern gate, and there I found a trail through the thorns at the back of the castle.”

“Glad you found the trail okay,” I said. “I tried to make it big enough to be obvious.”

“You made it?” Safia repeated.

“Did you think I was joking when I said I would carve a path for you through the thorns?” I asked. “Or when I said there were people who would help you for your own sake?”

“You had just told me that an army of ten thousand orcs was going to attack the castle,” Safia pointed out with an arched eyebrow. “Is it such a stretch that I imagined you might be making up everything you said to me?”

“Then maybe you’ll believe me now,” I said. “But what about your maid? Is she okay?”

“I don’t have a maid with me,” the duchess replied.

“But the blacksmith said he saw a woman with you,” I said. “He doesn’t know for sure it was you, but it sounded like you. He said you were wandering around the streets, and then another woman came up behind you, and you both took off in a different direction.”

“Careful who you’re calling maid,” Penelope snorted. “That woman was me, Monster Lover.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“How do you think the duchess ended up here?” Penelope smirked. “Do you think she knocked on the door of every brothel, hoping to find someone to take pity on her?”

“I was not looking for pity,” Safia said coldly before she seemed to realize that Penelope was teasing her. “Besides, didn’t I offer to pay you?”

Penelope didn’t answer the duchess, and instead, she just directed her response to me. “I was coming back from Buckshire, and I’d gotten back much later than I meant to.”

“What were you doing in Buckshire?” I asked.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Penelope chuckled. “The truth is boring, to be honest. I needed some supplies, and I get a better deal on them in Buckshire because no one knows me there. So sometimes, I risk making a run on my own to Buckshire and back. Anyway, I was coming back when I saw sweetcheeks here looking like a little lost lamb that someone definitely would have slaughtered.”

“I would like to see them try,” Safia said defiantly.

“I’d like that, too,” I said with a smile. “I’ve heard you’re pretty skilled with a candlestick holder, you know.”

“Obviously, it takes me all of two seconds of looking at her in all her gold finery to know she doesn’t belong on the street at any time, much less midnight,” Penelope continued. “So I ran up to her, told her she looked like she could use some help, and brought her back here.”

“And you’ve been hiding her here ever since?” I ran my fingers through my hair. “Shit, Penelope. You’re a real fucking life-saver.”

“It’s been a challenge, I can tell you that much,” Penelope said as she took another sip of ale. “First, I had to convince her that I wasn’t trying to rob her, and let me tell you, that took some effort.”

“I did not think you were trying to rob me,” Safia muttered.

“Well, of course, not after I said, ‘Don’t worry, I’m not trying to rob you or anything,’” Penelope said with a low laugh. “You came with me pretty quickly after that. But it has been an effort to make you stay since then. All I hear is how you’re putting me in danger, how the duke will kill me if he finds out, how anyone in the village would turn me in for a reward, blah, blah, blah.”

“You can’t deny that’s all true,” Safia pointed out.

“And where else were you gonna go?” Penelope demanded. “What did you expect me to do, turn you out on the street, tell you good luck and try not to get eaten by monsters or captured by bandits or just fucking lost wandering around?”

“To be honest?” The corners of Safia’s lips twitched. “Yes, that is what I expected.”

“Fucking balls!” Penelope swore. “And they say whores are heartless. I’ll take whores over nobles any day, if that’s the kind of thing that’s normal for you to expect.”

“I only fought you for the first day or two,” Safia argued. “As soon as we heard about the orc attack on the castle, I decided to stay here as long as I could. Especially when I told Penelope that a man claiming to be Crazy Ken had predicted the orc attack, and she said that sounded about right.”

“I wouldn’t have mentioned that I knew you,” Penelope said quickly, but then her blue eyes took on a mischievous expression. “Except for the fact that sweetcheeks here described you down to the last rippled line of your bicep. And seeing as how I’ve never met a man with a chest as broad as a… now, what was the exact phrase you used, Duchess?”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.” There was a slight pink undertone to Safia’s brown cheeks now, but she gave no other indication that she was embarrassed. “All I know is that you said you knew Crazy Ken, although you knew him better as Ken Jewell, and we decided you should try to find him so I could see what he knew and figure out my next move.”

“Well, here I am,” I said with a grin. “So, what do you want to know?”

“Did you really lead the orc army to attack the castle?” Safia asked.

“No,” I replied. “Let’s just say I pointed them in the right direction, that’s all.”

“Did Bellfrey really escape?” Safia asked. “That’s what the rumors in town say.”

“I’m afraid he did,” I answered. “I had my hands busy, or I would have cut him off, but he fled before the battle was over and escaped to Grimford.”

“Cold bastard,” Safia said through clenched teeth. “Of course he did.”

“I guess it’s for the best that you’ve stayed hidden.” Penelope poured us all refills. “The duke might be in Grimford, but anyone who saw you wouldn’t hesitate to turn you in.”

“I’m sure he would reward them handsomely for such a tip-off, too,” Safia said as her lip curled in disgust. “That means I can’t stay here any longer, though. I’ve already intruded on your hospitality for too long.”

“Where are you going to go?” Penelope rolled her eyes. “You said yourself that you don’t know anyone in Hamstead, and you can’t go home to your own family.”

I glanced sharply from Penelope to Safia, but the duchess’ face was a cold mask, and I could tell she wasn’t eager to talk about whatever information she might have shared with Penelope.

“You know Elvira,” I pointed out.

“I would never put her in danger like that,” Safia said. “It’s one thing for Penelope to volunteer to help me, and if I showed up at Elvira’s door and asked for help, I know she would never refuse.”

“But?” I prompted.

“But despite her best intentions, there’s no way she could keep me safe,” the duchess continued. “And I wouldn’t risk her life like that. Penelope had a choice before she helped me. If I showed up at Elvira’s, she wouldn’t have the same luxury.”

“I already told you that you can stay here until you figure out what’s next,” Penelope said. “A woman like you with the kind of knowledge you have, there has to be a place for you somewhere. You can’t tell me you don’t know secrets you could hold over people’s heads, or that you don’t have any noble friends you could squeeze in a pinch.”

“Surprisingly few,” Safia said dryly. “And none of that matters, anyway. As long as the duke lives, there’s nowhere safe for me. But I won’t stay here. I meant it when I said you’ve risked enough.”

“Then where are you--”

“I think I’ve got a solution,” I interrupted Penelope. “Safia, how would you like to come home with me?”
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Chapter 11

Both women just stared at me.

“They really don’t call you Crazy Ken for nothing, do they?” Safia arched her eyebrow. “Are you serious?”

“Why not?” I shrugged. “You want to protect Penelope, you don’t want to get Elvira in trouble, and as far as I can tell, there’s no one else you know or trust within easy riding distance. Now, we’d have to establish a few ground rules first, and nobody says it has to be permanent. I’m just saying it would work for now, at least until…”

“Until what?” Penelope asked when I didn’t finish my thought.

“Until the duke is… no longer a problem,” I said carefully.

Safia held my gaze again with her dark brown eyes like she was trying to search the depths of my soul, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if she did. I had nothing to hide.

Other than the fact that I was planning to kill her husband.

“And where is home for you, exactly?” Safia finally asked, and I was admittedly floored to find she was actually considering it.

“Not in the underdark, if that’s what you’re worried about,” I chuckled. “I live south of here, in the full light of the suns.”

“And would anyone be upset if I came home with you?” the duchess asked. “I can hold my own at court or in a ballroom, but if I don’t know what I’m walking into, then… I just don’t like going into situations blind.”

“That’s her very duchess-y way of saying she wants to know if your monsters are going to eat her for dinner or not,” Penelope said bluntly.

“No,” I answered immediately. “No one’s going to eat you, but you will be living with a monster lover, and that means you’ll have to get used to living around a bunch of monsters.”

“What kind of monsters?” Safia asked with her eyebrow still raised.

“All sorts,” I said with a smirk. “But I won’t tell you anything else until you give me a yes or no. What’s it gonna be?”

Safia kept her expression neutral as she glanced between me and Penelope, but she finally drew herself up tall and gave me a single nod. “Very well. I’ll come home with you, Ken Jewell.”

“You can stay for as long or as short as you want,” I said. “If you feel like it’s safe for you to leave and you have somewhere to go, then no one will prevent you from going, as long as I have your word to keep my location and the details of my family secret.”

“You have it,” the duchess said. “I would not betray the trust of anyone who offered me a safe haven.”

“Good to know.” Penelope swallowed. “Because I’ve had a hard-ass time keeping some of the soldiers from exploring too far whenever they’re here on business.”

“All the more reason for us to leave now,” Safia said.

Penelope stood up and strode across the room to grab a small bag from underneath her bed. Now that my attention wasn’t completely wrapped up in the two stunning women with me, I glanced around and realized I didn’t see a spare cot or anywhere else the duchess might have been sleeping. It was possible one of the women had slept in blankets on the floor, but the bed was also big enough that it could have held both of them. And since the duchess had been hiding here since before the attack on the castle, I didn’t imagine Penelope had allowed any customers into the room, anyway.

When the blue-eyed woman brought the leather bag back over, she held it out to the duchess. “Here, take it.”

“You have to take something,” Safia insisted. “You’ve been so generous, please.”

“No offense, sweetcheeks,” Penelope said. “But the only thing I can really work with is coin, and you’re all out of that.”

“I couldn’t exactly break into the storerooms where my husband keeps his treasure, could I?” Safia scoffed. “One of my best dresses is in there, and the necklace and bracelets should bring you a fortune.”

“And just where am I supposed to sell any of that?” Penelope demanded. “I’d be arrested for theft in a heartbeat. No, thank you. Keep your dress and your jewelry. I don’t need them.”

“Surely, you could sell it down in Buckshire,” Safia said. “And besides, what am I going to do with a spare dress in the wilderness?”

I smirked at the thought of anyone calling my homestead ‘the wilderness,’ but the duchess hadn’t actually seen my place for herself yet.

“I mean it, I don’t want it,” Penelope said again.

“Nonsense, I insist on paying you for what you’ve done,” the duchess said. “At least take the jewelry, if you won’t take the dress.”

“Here, I have some silver with me if you need coin instead of something you have to sell,” I said.

Before I could even reach into my pocket, Penelope threw the leather bag at both our feet.

“I said I don’t fucking want it!” Penelope hissed. “And I swear to the Holy Twins, if you try to leave anything here with me, I will dump it down a latrine and make sure it’s covered in so much shit that no one will ever find it.”

“Damn,” I swore. “Sorry, Penelope. I didn’t mean to--”

“Just because I own a fucking brothel doesn’t mean my only motive is money,” Penelope growled, and then she kicked the leather bag closer to us. “Just take it back. I helped you because you needed help, not because I was looking for a fucking handout.”

Safia quickly bent down, picked up her bag, and set it on the chair behind her. Penelope’s chest was still rising and falling with anger, and her fists were clenched at her sides like she might still fly off at the handle if we said the wrong thing.

The duchess didn’t hesitate, though. She simply stepped forward to the other woman’s side and clasped both Penelope’s fists in between her own palms.

“I did not mean to insult you or your hospitality,” Safia said softly. “I only wanted to thank you for taking me in, but I see now that money was not the appropriate way to do so.”

“You’re damn right,” Penelope said, and she started to blink so fast that it looked like she was holding back floodwaters.

“Then instead, please accept as my thanks the knowledge that you will always have a friend in Safia Monterano da Silva,” the duchess said. “And that is a gift I rarely give.”

Penelope closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and nodded. When she opened her eyes again, her fists had relaxed, and other than a little wetness in the corners of her eyes, she seemed like her usual self. Still, something we’d said had touched a nerve, and I needed to make it right myself, too.

“You two should get going,” Penelope said quickly. “And Monster Lover, I suppose if you’re ever in town again, maybe you could drop by and let me know how sweetcheeks is doing sometime.”

“Give us a minute, would you?” I asked Safia.

The duchess released Penelope’s hands, picked up her bag, and gracefully disappeared behind the curtain near the bathtub to give us some privacy.

“I’m fine.” Penelope tried to wave me away, but she wouldn’t meet my gaze. “Don’t worry about me. I just lost my head for a second.”

“Penelope,” I said gently. “You’re a good person, you know that?”

“So I’ve heard,” the blue-eyed woman said, but her gaze was still fixed on the curtain behind me.

“You took a big risk helping her,” I said. “I just don’t want you to get in a tight spot because of that. I only thought a little coin might help that, but I didn’t mean you were only doing it for the money. I know better than that.”

“You do?” Penelope turned the full force of her dark blue gaze on me now, and I felt myself moving before I even realized that I was.

I had her wrapped tight in my arms in less than a second. She held herself rigid at first, but then she leaned her head into my chest and melted against me. I didn’t say anything else. I just held her close and felt her warm breath on my skin, and at one point, I reached up and stroked her long waves of black hair.

Just when I started to wonder if I could get intoxicated on the lavender scent of her hair alone, she twisted her head back and looked up at me again.

“Of course I know that,” I finally answered her question. “And I hope you know that Safia’s friendship isn’t the only one you have. If you ever need anything, I’m there. All you have to do is ask.”

Penelope tucked her face against my chest instead of answering, but after she gave a shaky exhale, she slipped out of my arms and took a step back.

“You really should go,” Penelope said, and even though her tone sounded like everything was back to business as usual, I couldn’t forget the feeling of how she’d just melted in my arms.

“I’ve got my horse and wagon waiting downstairs,” I said. “How do we get her outside without anyone seeing?”

“Same way I got her in,” Penelope chuckled. “I’ll have Bethal-- that’s the bouncer-- keep the halls clear until you get her outside, but you’ll be on your own to hide her then.”

“Do you have any old bags or barrels you’re not using?” I asked.

“We’ve probably got some laying around,” Penelope replied. “I’ll go talk to Bethal and find out. I assume you want them in the back of your wagon?”

I nodded.

“Right, then I’ll come get you as soon as everything’s in place.” Penelope turned and swept out of the room in a flurry of blue and black.

As soon as she left, Safia came back out from behind the curtain to wait with me, and my heart started to thump a little faster at the idea of taking this woman home with me. There was a small chance this was all a colossal mistake, and the moment the duchess met my family, she would run screaming over the hills and back to Hamstead.

Even if I couldn’t exactly picture the duchess running screaming anywhere.

She’d stayed pretty damn calm when she realized I actually was Crazy Ken, and the only thing she’d seemed concerned about was whether or not my family would eat her. I’d have to tell the gobs to be on their best behavior, at least until she got used to the way things worked around the house, but hell, if Torrance and his kids could get used to my strange and perfect little family, then there was no reason that Safia couldn’t, too.

And if she didn’t like it, she could always leave.

Although my wives might have other ideas about that.

“You and Penelope seem very close,” Safia said after the brothel owner had left the room.

“She’s good people.” I shrugged. “And that’s a pretty hard thing to find these days.”

“I will miss her,” the duchess said with a wry smile. “I am surprised to think that, but I genuinely will.”

“Not used to letting people get too close, yeah?” I just chuckled when the duchess threw me a gaze that could have shattered glass. “It’s alright, I get it. To be fair, I think it would be impossible not to miss Penelope.”

The blue-eyed brothel owner opened the door only a minute later and nodded to us both. As soon as Safia slipped on her cloak and pulled up her hood, Penelope ushered us both into the hallway. We hurried along past one closed door after another, but nobody was in the hall except for us. Then we moved down the stairs and through the first floor, but the bouncer had made sure our path would be clear, even if I wasn’t sure exactly how she’d done it.

I guessed every brothel had their secrets.

By the time we reached a side door out of the building, I had gotten totally distracted thinking about if this place had its own secret alarm system or if there was an easy way to rig up defenses that Penelope wouldn’t have already thought of herself. But then we were at the small side exit, and there was no more time to think about anything.

It was time to get the duchess out of here without being spotted.

“There’s a couple big sacks of rags in the back of your wagon,” Penelope announced. “They look like grain sacks, but it’s only scraps of clothes inside that are too worn out to be used as anything else.”

“I assume that means you don’t need them back?” I chuckled.

“You can burn them for all I care,” the blue-eyed woman replied. “But the thing is, Bethal can’t do anything about keeping the streets outside the brothel clear, and some patrols have been spotted going up and down around here.”

“Patrols?” Safia repeated.

“A few soldiers who were posted in town instead of at the castle on the night of the attack,” Penelope answered. “A couple village guards looking to cash in on the rumors that there’s a duchess around, too.”

“Then can’t I just run really fast to the wagon?” Safia asked.

“Too much of a risk,” I said. “All it would take is one person looking out a window, and you could be spotted.”

“Then what, I’m just stuck here?” the duchess demanded.

“Take it easy, sweetcheeks,” Penelope chuckled. “When Bethal saw the last group go by just now, I went back and forth with her on the best plan for you, but I think I came up with the only one that will work.”

Penelope picked up an impressively long empty sack by the door.

“What are we supposed to do with that?” Safia sounded highly skeptical.

“I can’t guarantee anything once you set foot outside my doors,” Penelope explained. “So, this is the safest way to make sure you’re not spotted.”

“Fine by me,” I said with a glance over my shoulder at the empty hallway. “The sooner we get her out of here, the better.”

“Do you expect me to get into that?” Safia’s dark eyes flashed fire.

“It’s either that or we risk somebody seeing you,” I answered. “In case you haven’t noticed, it’s the middle of the day, and there’s not a cloud in the sky.”

“I will keep my hood pulled up,” the duchess said. “No one will see me.”

“You have to stay in the back of the wagon until we get out of town,” I said. “I drove into town by myself, and I need to drive out of town by myself too, or someone might notice.”

“It would look a little suspicious to have a woman walk out and then climb into a hiding spot in the back of a wagon,” Penelope added. “So it’d be better for nobody to see you enter the wagon at all.”

“No,” Safia said firmly. “No, there is absolutely no way I am climbing into a sack.”

Penelope just opened the sack, placed it at the duchess’ feet, and then looked up expectantly.

“Now or never, sweetcheeks.” There was a mischievous sparkle in Penelope’s blue eyes that told me she might be enjoying this more than she let on.

“This is incredibly undignified,” Safia grumbled, but then she stepped both feet into the sack with as much grace as she might enter the dance floor. “Now what?”

“Now you stay quiet until I give you the all-clear,” I said as I bent down to help Penelope pull the sack up over the duchess’ slender body.

“Could you crouch down a little?” Penelope asked. “You’re a bit too much on the tall side.”

“I didn’t realize my height was such an inconvenience,” Safia said dryly, but she crouched down anyway so Penelope could loosely tie the drawstrings of the sack together.

“It’s about to get a little more undignified,” I warned the duchess, and then I bent down and threw her over my shoulder. “Hold still so you look less like a body in there.”

Safia’s voice was muffled when she spoke again, but it was still just as commanding. “If this is all some elaborate game that you two have thought up in order to cook me up and serve me to a bunch of monsters, then I applaud your efforts.”

“I’ll miss you, too,” Penelope chuckled and patted the duchess’ head through the sack.

“See you around, Pen,” I said as she opened the door for us.

Then before she could argue, I grabbed her hand and squeezed it. She returned the squeeze, and for just a moment, she looked up at me with her deep blue ocean eyes, and I almost asked her to come home with us, too. But then Penelope swallowed and pulled her hand back, and the usual playful mask she wore descended back over her expression.

“You should go,” she said. “Bethal can only keep the hallways clear for so long.”

“Never mind the woman you’re hiding in a sack,” Safia mumbled through the burlap bag.

“I’ll see you soon,” I told Penelope.

“You two better be safe,” Penelope said. “Now, go!”

I hurried out the door and tried very hard to make it look like I was not carrying a woman over my shoulder. Nika would have been thrilled that it looked so much like I was kidnapping the duchess, but I preferred for no one to see us on our way to the wagon.

As soon as I reached Charlie, I climbed into the back of the cart and laid Safia down as gently as I could in the middle of the rest of the bags that Penelope had stashed there for us. I made sure none of the bags were going to slide around and hit her, and I also opened the top of the bag to make sure she could breathe.

“You all good?” I whispered.

“I am not in danger of suffocation, if that’s what you mean,” Safia hissed. “But I cannot say I am comfortable.”

“It won’t be for long,” I said. “Now, stay put and stay quiet.”

After a final check to make sure the bags all just looked like bags, not bags that were hiding a duchess, I climbed into the driver’s seat and nudged Charlie forward. I could see a few soldiers at the end of the street up ahead, but they didn’t seem to be giving me the time of day. And on the off chance that someone was watching us from farther off, I felt pretty confident we were doing well.

I still had to force myself to take deep breaths every time I passed someone in the street. The roads got more and more crowded as I drove back toward the main thoroughfare through town, but nobody glanced twice at a man with a bunch of sacks in the back of his wagon. It just looked like I’d gone shopping for goods, and now I was on my way home.

I let Charlie pick up the pace a little when we reached the outskirts of town, but I still didn’t let him go full speed. It might look fishy while we were still around people, plus I wasn’t totally convinced that the sacks would stay in place if he went any faster. I waved at a few farmers I passed as the road turned south, but I waited until twenty minutes had passed since the last farmer I saw.

Then I pulled off into a grove of trees on the side of the road. Once I was sure my wagon was hidden from anyone who might ride by, I climbed into the back of the cart again and pulled the duchess’ sack free from the rest of them. I started to pull it down over the pearls in her black hair, but Safia yanked it the rest of the way down over her shoulders.

I tried to help her out of the burlap sack, but the duchess was so eager to be free of it that it looked like she was engaged in a one-woman wrestling match against the burlap. She jerked back and forth, and when she couldn’t get it down over her legs fast enough, she toppled over to the side onto one of the sacks of old rags that Penelope had given us.

“Need a hand?” I smirked.

“That would be… appreciated,” Safia said through gritted teeth.

I pulled the sack off her legs where she had gotten tripped up. The moment she was free, she stood up in the back of the wagon, smoothed down her cloak and dress, and tried to push her smooth hair back into place.

“Better?” I asked.

Safia didn’t seem to hear me. A steady wind from the south had started blowing through the grove, and as it whispered through the treetops, the light of the suns broke through the thick leaves and shone on the duchess’ warm brown skin. She closed her eyes and tilted her head back as if she was drinking in the suns’ light, and I swore she almost looked like she was enjoying the suns for the first time, as if I’d brought her up out of the underdark instead of from Hamstead.

“Safia?” I cleared my throat.

The duchess seemed to come back to herself. She dropped her gaze from the treetops, smoothed her hair down again, and then glanced around the grove, as if she expected monsters to pop out of the shadows at any moment.

“That’s better, yes,” she replied. “Thank you.”

“Climb up in the front,” I said. “But be ready to pull your hood up if we pass anyone, and make sure your cloak covers your dress. That’s not exactly the kind of fabric us poor commoners use, you know.”

I was only teasing her, but she nodded seriously.

“I understand,” she said, and then she hitched up her skirts in order to climb into the front bench next to me.

After we started driving south again, I passed her some water in my Camelbak, and when I found the last of the blueberry muffins that Nika had packed for me, I handed her those, too.

“You should eat something,” I said.

“You bake, too?” Safia arched her eyebrow.

“Not really,” I chuckled. “Those muffins are courtesy of one of my wives.”

“One of--” Safia stopped herself. “Then I will have to thank her when I meet her.”

I imagined that the duchess realized her question was about to sound rude, so she’d stopped herself before she could finish it. I wondered if she would still be so polite the first time my sons played ‘eyeball’ at the table and tried to shoot eyeballs into each other’s mouths. It was a simple game, and it kept them busy, even if they did sometimes forget to close their mouths when they scored, and then eyeball juice sprayed everywhere like it was a crushed grape.

But at the end of the day, I had no one to blame for the game but myself. I’d told them about football and basketball back on Earth, and I’d even taught them how to play paper football at the table with a wood chip instead of a folded paper triangle. They’d been very excited to try their hand at all these games, but the wood chip football had quickly evolved into eyeball football, where they flicked eyeballs of our latest underdark kills back and forth across the table. Then they’d started flicking the eyeballs and trying to get them into each other’s mouths, and that was when eyeball football had turned into just ‘eyeball.’

Nobody could deny that the gobs knew how to make a good time out of doing just about anything.

Safia ate and drank in silence, but when she finished the muffins, I realized she must have been hungrier than she admitted. I had no doubt that my wives would have a regular feast prepared for me when I got back, and there would be more than enough food for the duchess, too.

“When we get back,” I said after we’d been driving for a while, “I know it’ll be a lot to adjust to, so you won’t have to stay with me and my family in the main house. You can stay with Torrance and his three children.”

“And who is Torrance?” Safia asked.

“Oh, I guess you could call him my quartermaster,” I replied. “He’s basically in charge of making sure the garden and crops and everything all grow how they’re supposed to.”

“I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that you have a quartermaster,” Safia said. “You’re clearly a knight, perhaps even a commander.”

“What makes you say that?” I asked.

“You obviously have military training,” the duchess answered. “You can fight, you know how to conduct covert operations, and I imagine plenty more that I don’t know about.”

“Ah.” I ran my fingers through my hair.

“Where did you serve?” Safia asked. “One of the other dukes in the kingdom? In the royal army, perhaps? Although it would be quite a transformation to go from being one of the king’s knights to being Crazy Ken the Monster Lover.”

“Stranger transformations have happened,” I said. “We can talk about my background later, though. I don’t know if that’s relevant for right now.”

Safia glanced at me sharply but then nodded. “I see.”

“How about you?” I asked. “What’s your story?”

“Long.” Safia gave a short laugh. “Not really that long, actually. But one I would prefer not to talk about.”

“Hey, we’ve all got secrets, right?” I shrugged. “And we’re only just getting to know each other, so don’t worry about it.”

“You don’t mind?” Safia asked.

“You’ll talk when you want to,” I said. “Same as me.”

I figured this wasn’t exactly the best time to tell her that I ended up here after I fell through some kind of portal from another planet. That wasn’t really something you told someone the second time you ever met them, and if she wanted to wait longer to tell me anything more about herself, then I sure as hell understood that.

“I’ll tell you what you can talk to me about…” I sent a grin in her direction. “Is the reward for my head still a thousand gold?”

“Dead or alive,” Safia said with a smirk. “I imagine the king might actually throw some real money at the problem when he hears about the orc attack, though. Especially if he hears the rumors that you were behind it.”

“A thousand gold isn’t real money?” I asked.

“Not to the king,” the duchess answered. “It’s mostly just hush money to keep the commoners quiet and to try and get them to handle their own problems.”

“Damn,” I muttered. “I’m certainly not hurting for money myself, but that’s really something if a thousand gold is just throwaway money to him. Doesn’t he have fighters he could send in to help with the situation?”

“Would you want him to?” Safia pointed out. “What happens in each dukedom is each duke’s concern. There’s no reason for the king to get involved unless they prove that they can’t handle their own affairs. The king offered a reward so he could consider his part in the whole matter to be done.”

“How many dukedoms are there?” I asked.

“Four,” Safia replied, but then she gave me a puzzled look. “Where did you say you were from again?”

“I didn’t,” I chuckled. “So let me see if I’ve got this straight, the king is sitting fat on his ass somewhere, and he expects all the dukes to take care of their own shit instead of bothering him with it? With a little financial motivation thrown in there to keep the commoners happy?”

“That’s more or less the way of things,” Safia answered. “Of course, the dukes generally expect the minor nobles in their territories to handle things for them so they don’t have to get their hands dirty.”

“Shit.” I ran my fingers through my thick hair again.

I had only just started talking to Safia, and I could already see that there was a lot about this kingdom that I didn’t understand yet. Like the fact that apparently Bellfrey wasn’t the only asshole duke who existed, and that there were a lot more nobles in this kingdom than I’d realized.

My world had been pretty much confined to the area between Buckshire and Hamstead, but it sounded like there was a lot more to learn about the kingdom where I lived. I had the friendship of commoners like Elvira, Torrance, and Penelope, but they all basically lived on the same level of society. Safia, on the other hand, had probably spent her whole life moving on a completely different level, and that meant she might be able to help me get myself oriented to the rest of the kingdom.

Maybe I could even get her to draw me a map.

“Still, like I said, I expect things will change once the king hears about the orc attack,” Safia continued. “None of the nobles have been terribly concerned about Crazy Ken. A little curious, perhaps, but they have felt quite safe inside their own keeps.”

“So once they realize that they might not be as safe as they thought, that’ll turn things upside down,” I said with a nod. “I’m sure that’ll put a bigger target on my back.”

“I would imagine so, yes,” Safia answered, but she didn’t sound too concerned.

“Aren’t you glad you picked such a good time to come home with Crazy Ken?” I chuckled.

“It will certainly be interesting, I’ll give you that much,” Safia replied and kept her gaze straight ahead. “How far south do you live, exactly?”

“Just a couple of hours from here,” I said. “You know the big river that runs from east to west toward Mer Bay?”

“Of course,” the duchess answered.

“Well, my place is just on the northern bank of that river,” I said. “We just hang out on this road for a little bit and then turn right. The last part of our journey isn’t exactly on a road.”

“Ah, so it is not quite in the middle of the wilderness,” Safia said with a wry smile. “Only almost.”

“We may not be the kind of society you’re used to, but you’re welcome to get as dressed up for dinner as you want,” I chuckled. “Or whatever else it is that duchesses do.”

“We do plenty, thank you very much,” Safia said with her head held high. “I only thought your home might be south of the river, that’s all.”

“Nah, we’re not that far out,” I said.

“Pity,” the duchess said softly.

“Why?” I asked.

“I only thought I might get to see the land I grew up in.” Safia shrugged. “But it is too far to the southwest, and it wouldn’t have made sense for you to live there. There would be no need for you to travel all the way to Hamstead when my homeland has beautiful cities of its own.”

“Where are you from, exactly?” I glanced at her to see if her expression had softened along with her tone, but it looked like she was still wearing her usual proud armor.

“Southwest,” the duchess said shortly.

“Is your family still there?” I asked.

“No.” Safia’s tone was even more abrupt now, and she immediately pulled her cloak tighter around herself in spite of the warm breeze.

When she settled back into the seat, I figured she was done talking for now.

I didn’t mind the silence. It had been a hell of a day, and it was nice to drive for a while with no sound except the steady clop of Charlie’s hooves and the songs of all the birds flying overhead. The suns were shining brightly, and the only farmer we passed on the road didn’t spare two glances for me or the woman beside me.

There were a few times when I glanced over at her to try and read her expression, but she kept her hood pulled up over her face for the most part. Every now and then, she let her cloak fall back if the road was clear, but then she only turned her face toward the suns and breathed in with her eyes closed. Two or three times, she tucked in on herself so much that it looked like she was nodding off like a cat in the warm light.

Once, she nodded off so hard that her body slumped away from me in the wagon, and she started to lean toward the edge. My arm immediately shot out and grabbed her around the waist to keep her from tumbling off beneath the wagon wheels. As soon as I wrapped my arm around her, Safia yelped and sat straight up with her dark eyes open wide.

“I’m fine now,” she said quickly with a glance to where my arm was still around her waist. “I won’t fall asleep again.”

I released my hold on her. “If you’re tired, you can sleep in the back. We’re only about forty minutes out, though.”

“I will not sleep in the back of a wagon,” Safia said proudly. “I’m still a duchess, you know.”

“Even duchesses get tired, or so I hear,” I joked.

What I wanted to tell her was that she wouldn’t be a duchess for much longer, at least not if her title depended on her husband being alive. Maybe she’d still be a duchess either way, but I wasn’t about to tell her I was going to kill her husband before I even got her safely back home. She might hate the man, but murder wasn’t something you just mentioned casually in conversation to a woman like Safia.

Which was a little ironic, considering the situation I was about to bring her home to.

I only hoped the gobs wouldn’t be playing fetch with any of the human hunters’ arms or legs when we got home, and I crossed my fingers that Khara and Tamzin wouldn’t immediately launch into competing narratives of how they’d prefer to kill the duke themselves. Of course, there was no stopping Nika from interrogating Safia about orgasms and if she’d had any with me yet and what they were like, but hopefully Ruby and Calli would be level-headed enough to smooth the duchess’ transition into our lives.

Not that anyone had ever accused Ruby of being level-headed.

Still, I sure as hell wasn’t going to apologize for my family. I was beyond proud of them, and if Safia didn’t like staying with us, she was free to leave and try her own luck in the wilds south of the river. That didn’t mean I couldn’t at least prep her about a few things, though.

I cleared my throat.

“Before we get home, you should know a couple things,” I said. “I have five wives and ten children, and I can’t promise that anyone will be on their best behavior. Hell, I can’t really promise that any of them even have a best behavior to be on.”

I expected Safia to act surprised or raise her eyebrow in that knowing way she usually did, but she just nodded and kept her gaze fixed forward.

“Do you have any questions for me?” I asked when she didn’t say anything.

“I would ask you their names, but it will be easier for me to remember them if I see their faces when I hear their names,” Safia replied. “Five women, ten children, Torrance, and Torrance’s three children. It is a lot of names, but I’m a fast learner.”

“Plus, you already know two names,” I pointed out. “Torrance’s and mine.”

“Ah yes, Crazy Ken,” Safia said with a small smile.

“You can drop the ‘crazy’ at home,” I laughed. “Just Ken would be fine.”

“As you wish,” Safia replied, and then she gave me a curious look. “Ken?”

“Yes?” I asked.

“Just testing out your name,” the duchess answered, but again, I couldn’t read her expression.

This woman was one hell of a puzzle, but I’d always been a little partial to puzzles myself. That was most of what a sapper did anyway: figure out how to blow things up, sometimes how to build things, without everything collapsing right down on top of my squadron.

I turned Charlie off of the main road as we began the final stretch home. After we passed my usual entrance to the underdark, I thought I heard splashing nearby, and I realized Calli and Abby might be in the river. They wouldn’t know I was bringing the duchess home, but it was anyone’s guess if they were simply swimming or if they were hunting creatures that lived deep under the surface of the river.

When the river came into sight on our left, I spotted a brilliant flash of color through the trees. That violet color could only belong to my siren wife, and I figured Safia might as well meet her now. Before I could even open my mouth to call out to Calliope, the blonde beauty beat me to it.

“Ken Jewell, you did not tell us the duchess was so beautiful!” Calli gasped, followed by another splash.

“Who the--” The duchess gave a slight jump at my side but quickly recovered herself. “Who was that?”

“It’s your lucky day,” I told the duchess as I veered Charlie to the left to bring him closer to the riverbank. “You’ll get to meet one of my wives before we even get home.”
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Chapter 12

Safia swallowed audibly but gave no other hint that she might be nervous. She simply unhooked her cloak and let it fall back from her shoulders, and with her gold dress shimmering in the suns’ light, she smoothed down her straight black hair and then drew herself up tall.

When Charlie stopped by the river, Calliope was already waiting for us. She had pulled herself halfway out of the water so she could sit on the riverbank while her green and violet tail rocked gently back and forth in the water below her. She was wringing out her long blonde hair, and I forced my gaze up to her big blue eyes instead of her perfectly round tits that were just barely covered by her soft scales.

Calliope immediately dropped her hair when she saw us and gave us a smile that rivaled the suns in all their brightness. Even Safia seemed a little stunned by the siren’s beauty, but I hadn’t met anyone who wasn’t instantly spellbound by Calli, whether they were human or monster.

Safia recovered quickly, though.

“I am Safia Monterano da Silva,” she said after we climbed down from the wagon to go greet my siren wife. “Duchess of the West, although you apparently already knew that, and a grateful guest in your home.”

“I’m Calliope,” the stunning blonde replied. “Siren, wife of Ken Jewell, and mother to Aberdeen. I would get up to greet you, but as you can see, my tail is still quite wet.”

“So I see,” Safia answered, as if seeing a siren in her natural form was an everyday occurrence for the duchess.

“As soon as I saw you both, I sent Abby home to tell everyone to prepare,” Calli explained. “I knew such a beautiful woman could only be the duchess that our husband has spoken of so much, and--”

“Has he spoken of me so much?” Safia arched her eyebrow.

“Oh, yes,” Calli answered. “He was very concerned whether or not you got out before the orc attack. Everyone will be so glad you are alive, and so glad that Ken Jewell found you!”

“I didn’t realize I’d been the subject of so much conversation at your home,” Safia said with a small smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Calliope.”

“Yes, but I should go now,” Calli said. “There is so much preparing to do before you get back!”

“Hey, not so fast,” I said before the siren could flip off the riverbank back into the water.

I knelt down beside her, cupped her face, and kissed her. I only meant to thank her for being such a friendly first face to the duchess, but the moment our lips met, I found myself gulping her down like water in a desert. She felt so soft and yielding against me that it took all of my self-control not to run my hands up her curves until I reached the rose petal softness of the scales covering her nipples, but I reminded myself that there would be time for all that later.

Right now, I had a duchess to introduce to the rest of my family.

“See you back at the house,” I whispered when I finally pulled back.

“I will make sure everyone is ready.” Calli licked her lips and then glanced at the duchess again. “Welcome to our home, Safia.”

The blonde siren slipped back into the water, and with a final flash of her tail in the suns’ light, she disappeared under the surface to head back home. Even after Calli vanished, Safia continued to watch the river curiously, as if she thought the blonde might return any second.

“Come on,” I told her. “Everyone will be eager to meet you.”

When we got back to the homestead, the drawbridge was lowered, and I could see my whole family waiting for us on the front lawn, but I slowed the wagon down when Safia’s eyes widened at the sight of the white granite walls in front of us. The first sun was just beginning to sink in the west, and it cast a pink and orange glow over the white walls so the whole homestead looked like something out of a fairy tale.

“Is that…” the duchess trailed off, as if the sight of the granite walls had made her speechless for the first time.

“Granite from Bellfrey’s quarry?” I finished for her. “Yeah, it is. We’ve still got a decent amount left to complete, but I think we’ve been making good progress.”

“I can’t believe you’re the one who’s been robbing him,” Safia whispered, and then she suddenly giggled like a schoolgirl before she clapped her hands over her mouth and grew quiet again.

“Then just wait until you see the rest of the place,” I chuckled.

I barely got Charlie across the bridge before my family all swarmed forward, but a sharp whistle from Nika made everyone stop mid-stride. For a second, I forgot about the fact that I’d just brought home another woman because I was too busy admiring my family standing on the grass in their best finery.

Nika was wearing her velvety black evening gown that pushed up her green cleavage like ripe melons. She bounced on her toes as she waited impatiently for me to introduce the duchess to everyone, but at least Khara seemed calmer beside her. The orc warrior had on one of her best scaly bikini tops and a scaly loincloth that barely covered her mound, much less her muscular ass, but it did put her lean gray muscles on full display. Tamzin wore a deep green dress that matched her mossy hair, and Calli had come back from the river in time to dry off and change into a shimmering violet gown. Only Ruby hadn’t changed out of her usual work clothes, but she had straightened up her ginger ponytail, and she’d put on a clean white tank top and a fresh bandana.

As for my kids, Sawsaw and the rest of the gobs were all standing at attention right in front of the wagon. They’d clearly done their best to clean up and make themselves look fit for company, even if their candy-red hair was a little mussed and there was definitely some kind of half-eaten bone hidden behind Fetch’s back. Abby stood in front of her mother, and Akana and Athena stood on either side of her so the mischievous trio could all hold hands.

Torrance, Matilda, Markus, and Maximus all stood on the other side of the lawn. Torrance and his boys all had their hats in their hands, and Matilda’s jaw kept falling open before she remembered to shut it again.

“Everybody, meet Duchess Safia Monterano da Silva,” I said, but before Nika could get too carried away, I added, “She’s just here with us for now until she figures out what she’d like to do next. She needs a safe place to stay, and I think we all know where the safest place in the kingdom is.”

“Of course,” Nika whispered. “The safest place is in your bed, Ken Jewell. What a brilliant idea!”

“That’s definitely not what I meant,” I said quickly with an apologetic glance at the duchess. “I meant the safest place is here, surrounded by all of us.”

“All of us?” Nika was bouncing with so much excitement now that it looked like her tits might completely pop out of her dress.

“Not like that,” I groaned. “Nobody’s sharing a bed, Nika. I haven’t even introduced you all to her yet.”

“Oh, yes, introductions first please!” Nika smiled and fluttered her eyelashes at the duchess. “I am Nikagekokarra Jewell, but you can call me Nika. These are my children with Ken Jewell: Sawsaw, Shitter, Canigo, Blink, Timber, Fetch, Burp, and Athena.”

If Safia was surprised by the number of little green monsters all giving her shy waves or by their names, she didn’t act like it. She simply nodded to each of them, repeated all their names, and said how nice it was to meet them.

Calli introduced herself again, along with Abby, and then Khara stepped forward with Akana. The orc warrior leaned uncomfortably close to the duchess, sniffed her hair, and then took a step back.

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

“I understand that sniffing is not customary for human introductions,” Khara replied. “But if we are to keep the duchess safe, then I should know her scent as well as my own. Then if anyone takes her, I will be able to hunt her down and find her again.”

“I suppose that’s very gracious of you,” Safia said with only a slight glance at the orc warrior’s gleaming fangs. “Thank you.”

“I’m Ruby,” the petite redhead said. “And you’ll probably make me cry, but that’s just because I’m tits deep into being pregnant, and it doesn’t take much to send me over the fucking edge.”

“You would not be the first woman I ever made cry,” Safia said. “But since this is your home, I will try to be careful and not upset you.”

“Ugh, see?” Ruby growled and blinked back tears. “You’re already doing it just by being so fucking nice about it!”

“I can be meaner, if that would help,” Safia said with a smirk.

“Of course you’re fucking thoughtful, too!” Ruby sniffled, but Khara instantly darted to her side and glued her hands to the smaller woman’s cheeks to help hold the tears back.

Akana followed her mother back to rejoin the rest of the family, and the little goth girl glanced over her shoulder at the duchess a few times, but her expression was as hard to read as Safia’s.

“Let me guess,” Safia said when Tamzin stepped forward. “You must be the dryad the whole town is talking about.”

“I am,” the dark-skinned woman answered. “I’m Tamzin.”

“I heard my husband refused to show you mercy when he was asked to,” Safia said bluntly. “I give you my apologies on his behalf, even though he would be less than thrilled if he heard me say that.”

“Oh, Safia, Safia,” Nika sighed as she took the duchess by the arm. “If we all apologized for all the stupid things the stupid men in our lives did before we met Ken Jewell, we would never get to talk about anything fun!”

“It’s really fine,” Tamzin said with a smile. “If he had shown me mercy and killed me immediately, then Ken would never have broken me out of jail, brought me back here, and made me the first pregnant dryad that anyone can remember.”

Safia blinked at this for a moment before nodding. “I’m pleased to hear it.”

Torrance and his kids introduced themselves next, and poor Maximus and Markus seemed absolutely beside themselves at how they were supposed to behave around a duchess. Matilda was unusually quiet, but her father talked enough for both of them.

“Would you mind if Safia stayed in your house for now, Torrance?” I asked. “I want her to be able to feel at home, and--”

“Please don’t go to any trouble,” Safia interrupted. “I’m sure anywhere will do.”

“I think there’s some extra room in the barn by the pigs,” Matilda muttered before her brothers both elbowed her in the ribs.

“It’s no trouble at all, ma’am,” Torrance said quickly. “We’ve got plenty of room, and I know it might not be the kind of great finery you’re used to, but Matilda keeps it nice and tidy, and naturally, you can have the main bedroom so you’ll have plenty of privacy and all.”

“You can’t just give her your bedroom,” Matilda hissed.

“It’s my bedroom, girl,” Torrance said. “I can do what I like with it.”

“You could always give up your own bedroom if you’re so concerned about your father’s comfort,” Safia pointed out, and I had to keep myself from chuckling at how the duchess had managed to sound both commanding and smirking at the same time.

“W-well, um, he did already offer.” Matilda was so red-faced that I almost felt bad for her, but she had set herself up for embarrassment with her comment about the duchess sleeping in the barn, and Matilda damn well knew it. “B-but uh, yeah, I guess I could… if he wants… I reckon I could sleep on the floor or something.”

“You’re not sleeping on the floor,” Torrance sighed. “You’ll sleep in your room, and I’ll bunk with the boys so the duchess here has her own space. But I appreciate the offer, girl.”

“I’m sure your bedroom will be perfect, thank you,” Safia said and then gave Matilda a sly smile. “Much better than the barn beside the pigs, I imagine.”

Matilda grumbled something under her breath, but I didn’t catch what, and Calli stepped forward before the human girl could say anything else she would regret.

“Dinner is ready whenever you both are,” Calliope said. “Safia, you can freshen up in our house if you would like to. We have almost finished the well, but for now, I just refilled a pitcher with fresh water from the river. Can I show you the way?”

“Please,” Safia replied.

As soon as Calli led the duchess inside the house, all the gobs except for Sawsaw slumped down like they were puppets and somebody had finally let their strings go slack. Fetch immediately started gnawing on the human femur he’d hidden behind his back, and Burp gave such a belch that I swore it almost made the ground tremble.

“Gobs did great,” Shitter said as he went down the row and patted them all on the head.

“You all did,” I agreed. “Now, if we can just get through dinner without anybody playing ‘eyeball,’ then maybe Safia won’t decide to run off in the middle of the night.”

“Do not worry, husband,” Khara said. “I have her scent now. She would not escape.”

“She’s not our prisoner,” I said. “She’s our guest, remember?”

I explained as quickly as I could what had happened and how Penelope had found me in town and brought me to the duchess. I also explained that I didn’t really have a plan beyond getting her out of town for now to keep both Penelope and Safia safe from the duke, but that we’d figure out everything else whenever we had to.

“I knew she would be beautiful,” Abby sighed. “Sawsaw was right. No wonder he said Daddy was thinking about k-i-s-s-i-n-g her so much!”

“K… i…” Canigo scratched his head as she tried to remember the rest of the letters that Abby had just spelled out.

“Kissing,” Athena whispered to her brother. “Daddy keeps thinking about kissing her!”

Canigo acted like he was going to throw up, and I glanced toward the house to make sure Safia couldn’t hear my kids’ comments. Not that I hadn’t definitely thought about k-i-s-s-i-n-g when it came to the duchess, but any man with a pulse would have been hard-pressed not to. She really was the kind of woman that men would go to war for, as beautiful as she was commanding. Still, I didn’t want her to get the wrong idea about why I’d brought her here since she was my guest.

“I’m glad you brought her back here, my love,” Tamzin said. “She seemed very calm when she met us all, and I think that is a good sign.”

“Maybe she’s met other monsters before,” Torrance suggested.

“I am not sure where the duchess would ever have met other monsters, Quartermaster.” Khara frowned.

“I meant human monsters,” the old farmer chuckled. “I imagine the royal court and even the duke’s court have monsters enough for the picking, no offense to any of you here.”

“They cannot possibly be as monstrous as us,” Nika said with a dismissive wave. “But she did seem very calm. I think she would make a very good wife for you, Ken Jewell.”

“I hate to be the only practical one here,” Ruby said. “But uh, what exactly is the duchess going to do if she stays here? She doesn’t exactly strike me as the ‘pick up a whole block of granite by herself and move it’ kind of woman, if you know what I mean.”

“Maybe she’s got super strength like that one hunter who just came after us,” Torrance pointed out. “We don’t know what her power is yet, you know.”

“I hope it’s uncontrollable toenail growth,” Matilda muttered.

“Now, that ain’t a very welcoming sentiment, is it?” Torrance frowned at his daughter. “The duchess don’t have a friend in the world, and she’s had to leave everything she’s ever known. The least you could do is show her a little kindness, eh?”

“I’m just saying I agree with Ruby,” Matilda sighed. “I bet her power is something stupid like never getting tangles in her hair, and I know I don’t have my power yet, but at least I know how to bake. I bet the duchess has never even been inside a kitchen.”

It was true that Matilda was an outstanding baker, but I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of telling her that. She’d been doing really well with my family and not being jealous or weird around any of my wives, but now it was like she’d gone right back to how she had behaved when she first came here. So if she wanted to act childish about another human woman coming around, then she was welcome to go right ahead.

I just wasn’t going to indulge it.

“Safia will find a way to be useful,” I told Ruby. “Everybody who lives here helps out, and she’ll figure out where she can help the most.”

“Kiln?” Timber suggested.

“That’s a great idea,” I said. “Maybe once she gets settled, you can show her how the kiln works, and she can help out with that.”

Timber’s little green face immediately turned red at the thought of having to talk to the duchess alone, but Ruby just clapped him on the shoulder.

“Don’t look so worried, kid,” the petite redhead said. “I hear duchesses only eat the littlest goblins, so you should be safe.”

Akana instantly put her arms around my curly-haired goblin daughter and held her so tight that Athena had to squirm out of her grip just to take a breath.

“I think… that was… a joke!” Athena panted.

“Or was it?” Ruby giggled, but when Akana flexed her black claws and turned toward the house, I caught the little goth girl around the waist and gave Ruby a playful glare.

“Auntie Ruby is only teasing,” I said. “The duchess isn’t going to eat any of you, so there’s no need to be so worried or so protective.”

“Are you sure?” Nika whispered longingly. “You don’t think she will want to even taste any of us?”

“Just because you want to bite her doesn’t mean she wants to bite you,” I warned as I set Akana back down on the ground. “Do we have to go over the rules again?”

“The rule is that your wives cannot bite each other,” Khara answered. “The rule says nothing about duchesses.”

“Okay, well, I’m the most pregnant, so I call dibs,” Ruby said.

“Her husband did try to burn me to death in the light of the suns,” Tamzin pointed out. “Doesn’t that mean I should get first pick?”

“You all are as bad as the gobs,” I groaned.

“Oh, but we’re not really going to eat her!” Nika giggled. “We just want a little taste, that’s all!”

“Okay, new rule for the books!” I said. “No biting the guests! And Safia is our guest.”

Nika instantly began reaching into my jacket pockets and turning them inside out, but when she started reaching into my pants, I caught her gently by the wrists.

“Something I can help you with?” I smirked.

“I am looking for this book of rules, Ken Jewell,” Nika whispered. “That way, I will know if our next visitor is for tasting or not.”

“There’s no book,” I chuckled and then tapped my head. “It’s all up here.”

“A very clever hiding place,” Nika sighed.

By the time I finished satisfying everyone’s curiosity about the duchess so they didn’t totally pounce on her with questions at dinner, Calli stepped back out onto the porch to make sure we were all coming inside. My siren wife had prepared an absolute feast, but like usual, she said it was really nothing, and Nika and Matilda had both done plenty to help.

Even Safia seemed impressed by the spread, though.

Our little flock of chickens was constantly growing, and it was a good thing too, because Calli had slaughtered a bunch of them so she could serve chicken two ways. All the wings and legs were fried in a crispy batter, and the rest of the chickens had been slow roasted in a honey mustard marinade that made my mouth water. Giant puffy dinner rolls were there to go along with the chicken, and there was a massive pot of greens from the garden that had been slowly cooked with a ham bone to give them some real flavor.

There was also fried cornbread, fried underdark kelp, and a special kind of roasted underdark mushroom that apparently tasted like grilled eggplant. A green bean casserole topped with bacon and cooked tomatoes stood at the end of the table closest to me, and a huge platter of mashed potatoes dominated the other end of the table.

“Tea, coffee, or ale?” Calli asked Safia once we had all seated ourselves around the table. “For tea, we have peppermint, lavender, bergamot, or--”

“Ale would be fine, thank you,” Safia said. “I think I could probably use a drink.”

“I’ll get it!” Nika volunteered, and then as soon as she poured the ale, she sent it flying down the table like she was looking for extra tips at the bar. “Incoming!”

The glass narrowly missed crashing into the mashed potatoes and the dinner rolls, and it almost flew right off the other end of the table. Safia’s hand shot out surprisingly fast to catch it, even if her knuckles did turn a little white from how tightly she gripped it afterward.

As soon as we all began to dig into the food, nobody spoke. I was pretty sure Safia was just as relieved by the silence as I was. Of course, I was just happy for the chance to eat in peace when I was so hungry, but I imagined the duchess was grateful not to have any more questions directed her way for the moment.

But good things usually didn’t last forever.

And silence definitely never lasted long in my house.

“So, Safia,” Nika said as she munched on some fried underdark kelp. “Tell us, what is your magic power?”

“My magic power?” Safia narrowed her eyes at the goblin woman. “Don’t you know that’s a highly personal thing to ask someone?”

“We know all humans have one,” Khara added. “Quartermaster Torrance has a green thumb to help all the plants grow, but the human children are all still too young to have theirs yet.”

“My birthday is less than six months from now,” Matilda muttered. “I’ll have one soon enough.”

“And Ken Jewell has two magic powers!” Nika continued.

“Really?” Safia turned her dark brown gaze on me now, and I had to stop myself from running into the underdark and killing something just to bring it back as a prize for her.

“He has the power to bond with monsters like us,” Calli explained. “And after he pours his seed into us, we can live in the light of the suns with him and not burn to death.”

“I was beginning to think the stories about monsters only coming out at night were just to scare children,” Safia replied. “But they really will burn to death if they come out during the day?”

“Two hundred percent,” Nika whispered.

“And his second power?” Safia asked.

“He can give us babies,” Tamzin sighed happily as she laid a hand on her flat stomach. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

Safia glanced at me again. “Those are impressive powers, Ken.”

“I’m a big fan,” I chuckled.

“Sooo?” Nika cleared her throat. “What’s yours?”

Safia suddenly seemed a little unsure of herself. She smoothed down her straight black hair, even though it was already perfectly untangled, and she did it so forcefully that she pulled one of the pearls right out of where it was fastened in her hair with a pin. She took a deep breath and laid the pearl on the table.

“You can make pearls?” Nika gasped. “Oh, Safia!”

“No, nothing like that,” the duchess answered and then looked at me, almost as if she was afraid to speak the next words. “The truth is… I don’t have a magic power.”

“What do you mean, you don’t have one?” Nika tapped her finger against her lips. “Are you not eighteen yet?”

“I am over eighteen,” Safia said with a smirk. “It’s not that. It’s just that I… I never got one, that’s all. I have no magic.”

Matilda’s jaw fell right back open like it had when she first saw the duchess, as if not having a magic power was the worst possible fate that could happen to a human. Even Torrance seemed beside himself about it as his fork clattered onto his dinner plate, and Markus and Maximus looked downright horrified at the prospect.

My wives and I all just stared at her for a moment.

Akana was the first one to react.

My little orc daughter slid down from her chair, marched right over to the duchess, and climbed up in her lap. Safia seemed so surprised that she almost let Akana slip out of her lap, but my death metal princess kept her balance just fine until Safia recovered enough to hold the orc girl upright. Then Akana reached up, pulled another pearl out of Safia’s hair, and grunted once.

“That was a very nice thing to say, Akana!” Abby whispered. “That is why you are my favorite orc sister.”

“You understood that?” Safia arched her perfect black eyebrow. “I’m afraid I’m missing my usual translator back at court.”

“She says you are as special and as unique as a pearl,” Khara translated for her daughter. “Even if you don’t have a magic power.”

“Oh!” Safia looked down at the little orc girl still staring up at her with her little fanged underbite. “Well. Thank you, Akanateela.”

Akana gave a single nod and then slid back down to the floor. The duchess gave her a little pat on the head and then frowned like she’d done the wrong thing. She leaned down and whispered something in Akana’s ear that no one else could hear, and my orc daughter just snickered and then patted Safia’s hair the same way the duchess had patted hers.

Then she marched back over to her sisters and slid in between them again.

I noticed that Khara had a slight smirk on her face, and since she was seated on Safia’s right, I wondered if she had heard whatever the duchess told our daughter. I’d have to ask her about that later though, since I certainly didn’t want to put Safia in the spotlight anymore.

Not even if I did find it more than a little weird that she didn’t have a magic power.

I’d never heard of that, and based on the reactions of the other humans at the table, neither had they. Then again, it was rare to have two powers, so maybe it was possible that she didn’t have any magic powers.

I just couldn’t help feeling like Safia might be hiding something.

Still, I wasn’t worried even if she was hiding whatever her magic power was. I imagined she might have a good reason to hide it, and it wasn’t like it could be something super dangerous or deadly. Otherwise, she would have high-tailed it out of the duke’s keep a long-ass time ago, and she definitely wouldn’t have worried about anyone spotting her in Hamstead.

For all I knew, it could be something really embarrassing, like being able to grow hair nonstop, but only on her toes. Or maybe she could turn gold into dirt. That wouldn’t really be embarrassing, but it definitely wouldn’t be helpful. She was a duchess, and if her power was anything less than duchess-like, she probably just wanted to keep it to herself to avoid the shame.

Now the question was if Safia would actually be able to keep any kind of secret from this family.

I could already see Nika’s wheels spinning as she tried to figure out what the duchess’ power could be, but then Calli and Matilda brought in several trays of desserts, and Nika dropped the subject for the moment. Safia still seemed almost as hungry as the gob boys, and between everyone at the table, we finished off every last brownie, cupcake, and raspberry tart.

I planned to get some more work done before the second sun went down, but I asked Torrance to go ahead and show Safia where she’d be staying. I went with him and gave her a quick rundown of the place just so she could start to get familiar with her new surroundings, but when we reached his house, I nodded.

“Try to get some rest, and I’ll see you in the morning,” I said.

“I will find a way to make myself useful tomorrow,” Safia said, but then she hesitated. “Thank you for helping me today, Ken. I could not have… thank you.”

For a moment, she looked up at me and seemed so vulnerable that all I wanted to do was take her in my arms and tell her everything would be alright. The warm twilight of the second sun made it seem like her brown skin was almost glowing, and I couldn’t tell if the way her dark brown eyes were glittering was from the fading light or from some emotion she was trying to push down.

“Don’t mention it,” I said, and then I forced myself to turn around instead of taking her in my arms.

I didn’t look back, but it felt like she watched me walk away until I vanished into the wheat field.

The next morning, we all got an early start, except for the duchess. I wasn’t surprised that Torrance said she was sleeping in, but I didn’t mind. It was her first day in a new place, and I had plenty of other work to keep me occupied. The gobs were playing Keep Away with one of the mallets we used to break apart the granite, and Blink had already been hit twice over the head.

Nika was chasing the boys around with her shoe to get them back in line, but Athena kept leading them into secret hiding places scattered throughout the granite. Every time Nika had to stop and look for them, one of the little gobs giggled, gave away their position, and then had to start all over again.

Whenever they weren’t getting chased by their mother, the gobs worked hard on the first part of the southern wall. Calli kept moving around and humming to keep our muscles strong, and Tamzin and Khara seemed to be having a friendly competition to see who could lift the heaviest chunk of granite.

Ruby kept going back and forth between crying at how impressive and beautiful the other women were as they lifted the granite, and yelling at how they needed to slap on more mortar first if this wall was going to hold up against a thousand-pound dragon, like she’d promised.

And I was right there in the middle of it all as I built the wall that would make my family more safe and more secure from anyone who threatened us.

When the second sun rose, we took a break for snacks. My kids all kept running around like the endless bundles of energy they were, but my wives and I sat down and dug into the nut butter sandwiches with fresh strawberry jam that Calli had assembled for us.

“This looks delicious,” Khara said approvingly as she inspected the inside of the sandwich. “Like fresh blood mixed with the pulpy flesh of our enemies.”

“You got that from strawberry jam?” I laughed.

“Of course,” Khara replied. “Does it not make you think of our enemies’ corpses trampled and spread out before us like a feast?”

“Not really,” I chuckled. “It kinda just makes me think of the lunches I had growing up.”

“Your parents fed you the guts of your enemies on beautiful sliced bread?” Ruby gasped. “Shit! No wonder you’re the greatest warrior who ever lived.”

“Perhaps we should make a sandwich from the duke’s corpse for you whenever you kill him,” Tamzin suggested.

“Unless our husband is planning to piss on his corpse as punishment instead,” Khara pointed out.

“Hmm yes, that would present a slight difficulty,” Tamzin said. “What if we disembowel him first? Then his intestines can form the main part of the sandwich, and--”

“And his abdomen will be empty and ready for our husband to take a piss in!” Khara interrupted and then slapped her hand on her granite seat. “Brilliant. I love it.”

“Well, while you two are trying to figure out what to do with the duke’s corpse, I am trying to figure out how Ken Jewell is going to turn him into a corpse,” Nika huffed. “The duke is surrounded by many, many soldiers that Ken Jewell will have to fight his way through first!”

“Unless he just uses a bunch of bombs to blow the whole place up,” Ruby suggested.

“I don’t think we have quite that many bombs,” I chuckled. “Plus, I don’t know the layout of Grimford, and I might end up bringing a building down on top of myself or cutting off my own escape route.”

“Oh, I have a new plan!” Tamzin clasped her hands together like she was praying. “We could rip out the duke’s intestines while he is still alive, and then we could plant a bomb inside him. It will explode him into hundreds of tiny pieces, and then we will have instant jam to put on a sandwich!”

“Yesss.” Khara’s low growl instantly transformed into a purr that came from deep in her chest.

I suddenly looked up and saw Safia striding toward us across the lawn. She was dressed in a gown of green and gold now, and I guessed this was the other dress she had tried to give to Penelope. Nika would have to take her measurements and create something a little more practical for her to wear around the homestead soon, but I also wouldn’t lie and say I didn’t fully appreciate her figure moving toward us like a queen leading her troops into battle.

“We still have to figure out a way to knock him out or kill him first,” Calli said. “The duke isn’t just going to lay down and offer up his intestines for us to tear out, not even if we ask very nicely.”

I immediately clenched my jaw so tight that it sent a shooting pain up into my temple. My wives all had their backs to the duchess, and she was approaching us from downwind, so Khara must not have caught her scent yet.

“And that’s enough of that,” I said quickly from between clenched teeth, and I gave a purposeful glance in Safia’s direction.

My wives did not get the hint.

“Just tie him up in a pretzel so he cannot run away,” Nika said.

“Humans don’t bend like pretzels,” Ruby answered.

“They do if you break their bones first, Nimble Fingers,” Nika giggled.

“Hey!” I hissed.

“Obviously, I will enter this human stronghold first and clear a path for our husband,” Khara said, as if she hadn’t heard me. “The duke will shit himself when he sees all their bloodied corpses and hears the carrion birds coming to feast on them, and then--”

“Khara!” I cut her off, but Safia was right behind my wives, and there was no way she hadn’t heard at least enough of that conversation to make her stomach flip.

“Good morning,” Safia announced.

Nika jumped so high that she fell off her granite seat, and even Calli and Ruby looked a little embarrassed that they’d been caught plotting the duke’s murder by his very own wife. Tamzin and Khara looked like they were ready to move into phase two of their plan, but when I cleared my throat, they didn’t say anything else.

Even if they did snicker back and forth every few seconds like they were now just plotting telepathically.

“And a good, beautiful morning to you, too!” Nika said as she picked herself back up from the ground. “So you might think you overheard us talking about how we are going to kill your husband, but that is not really what we were talking about at all!”

“No?” Safia arched her eyebrow, and I decided right then that her stomach must be made of steel.

“Okay, well, it is what we were talking about,” Nika admitted without even a little hesitation. “But it is not what you think! Okay, well, maybe it is what you think, but the thing is--”

“Your plan won’t work,” Safia interrupted. “The duke will never shit himself. Because you see, that would mean he would actually see the bloodied bodies of the soldiers protecting him, but he will be far too busy hiding in a hole somewhere like the cowardly bastard that he is. He will see nothing but his own asshole from how far his head is tucked between his legs.”
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Chapter 13

My wives all gaped at the duchess, just as stunned as I was, but then Nika grabbed her hands.

“Oh, Safia, I love you,” Nika whispered. “You are the most amazing duchess I have ever met. And we have so many more ideas to talk about! You tell us which ones will work and which ones won’t. Okay first, human pretzel!”

“Easy there, tiger,” I warned. “You’re talking about the duchess’ husband, you know.”

“Psh, she does not love him.” Nika waved her hand dismissively. “The duke is nothing compared to Ken Jewell, and the duchess is very smart, so she obviously already knows that.”

Safia smirked. “Who says I’m very smart?”

“Only someone very smart would sneak out of their castle and run away with Ken Jewell,” Nika said. “Now tell me, how does the duke take his tea? Cream? Sugar? Two spoonfuls of belladonna?”

“That’s it!” Ruby cried in her adorably high voice. “I sneak into Grimford, pretend to be a servant, and poison the duke’s food! Then Tamzin and Khara can do whatever they want to his corpse.”

“Definitely not,” I said. “You’re way too pregnant to be sent alone into Grimford, I don’t care what you say.”

“Perhaps we should save this discussion for later, though?” Calli delicately cleared her throat and glanced at the duchess.

“Were you not here when she was going on about what a fucking coward he is and everything?” Ruby demanded.

“Yes, but--”

“I appreciate your concern, Calliope,” Safia said. “But if Ken is planning to finish the job the orcs started the other night and kill Duke Bellfrey, then I’d like to help.”

“Uh, are you sure?” I asked. “It might get a little… descriptive.”

“Listen,” Safia began as she carefully freed herself from Nika’s grip and then sat on a granite slab beside Calli. Even on a chunk of stone, she looked as dignified as a queen. “Bellfrey should be eliminated. It was an arranged marriage, and certainly not one that I wanted, so there’s no love lost between us, to say the least. And now that you’ve started the job, you might as well carry it out to the end. Besides, you all strike me as the type who hate to leave a job unfinished.”

“You’re damn fuckin’ straight,” Ruby scoffed, and I could practically see her dwarven hackles rise up at the thought.

“And what happens after he’s dead?” Tamzin asked.

“Then there’s one less asshole in the world,” Safia said coolly. “Not a bad bargain, all things considered.”

“I think she meant what will happen to you?” Calli added gently.

A slight smile crossed Safia’s face, but there was an edge even to her smile, as if she was also thinking about which of the duke’s bones she’d need to break in order to turn him into a human pretzel.

“Safia?” I prompted.

“Ah.” The duchess swallowed and then shrugged. “Then I would finally be free.”

Calli laid her hand gently on the other woman’s arm. Safia didn’t seem to mind. Then the siren slipped her other hand up into the duchess’ long black hair, and she slowly began to twist the strands as if she could braid it one-handed. For a second, the duchess closed her eyes, and her whole face relaxed as she enjoyed the feeling of Calli playing with her hair, but then Nika clapped her hands together.

“Yes, you will be free!” Nika cried. “Free to marry the tallest and most handsomest of--”

“Nika!” I hissed and shook my head. “Once the duke is dead, Safia will be free to do whatever she wants, or go wherever she wants. That’s all.”

My goblin wife wasn’t even kind of discouraged that I had cut her off. She just put her finger to her lips like we were both in on a big secret together, and then she gave me an exaggerated wink.

“Riiight,” Nika said with a wise nod. “Then she will be able to do whoever she wants, wherever she wants.”

“Whatever she wants, Nika,” I groaned and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Not whoever.”

“To be fair, I think she’ll also be able to do whoever she fucking wants,” Ruby snorted.

Safia seemed to come back to herself and sat upright again. I expected her to look deeply concerned or at least insulted by all this banter, but she simply cleared her throat and spoke as if nothing indecent had passed.

“So, will you let me help you assassinate my husband, or do you really plan to try and break into Grimford on your own?”

I studied the duchess’ face for a few seconds to try and figure out if she would really go through with it. But so far, she’d already proven to be a hell of a lot tougher than she looked, from the way she confronted me in the duke’s closet to the way she knocked her guards unconscious and made a run for it, to the way she hid out with Penelope and then chose to travel into the middle of nowhere with the Monster Lover.

The duke was a piece of shit. She knew it as much as I did, actually probably even more than I did, and if she wanted to help me turn him into a dead piece of shit, then I wasn’t going to stand in her way.

“If you’re game, I’m game,” I said. “What do you know about Grimford?”

Safia gave a smile like a devil with the face of an angel.

“I’ve been there before,” she said. “So let’s just say I know a fair amount.”

“Tell us,” Khara said with a half-growl, half-purr.

“I know how far Grimford is from Hamstead,” Safia said. “I know where the duke always stays when he’s there. I know my way around the city and the fortress where the duke will be.”

“Wait right here.” Ruby hopped up from her seat but then turned in a circle to point her finger at each of us. “And don’t fucking say anything important while I’m gone!”

The petite redhead marched away in the direction of her workshop, and I smiled as I watched her round hips sway back and forth with every stride despite herself. When she disappeared from sight, I turned back to face Safia again.

“That’s absolutely perfect,” I said. “As much as I know it will pain you all to hear this, the duke’s death doesn’t need to be fancy. He just needs to be dead, so if we can sneak in, kill him, and then sneak back out, I’ll call it a good damn day.”

“That would prevent him from taking charge of the royal troops stationed at Grimford,” Safia agreed. “It has been five days since the orc attack, and that means if the duke’s messengers haven’t already reached the king, then they certainly will today. And if they have reached the king, then they could already be on their way back to give Bellfrey command of the troops at Grimford.”

“Which means we should really try and eliminate the duke tonight,” I said. “Just to be safe.”

“What happens when the messengers get back and find a dead duke?” Tamzin asked.

“Then more messengers will have to go back to the king and tell him what happened,” Safia replied with an amused smirk. “The duke has no successor, other than a few cousins who will all try to kill each other for the job. The king theoretically has the power to appoint the new duke, but until he picks one, he’ll probably give temporary control of the dukedom to one of the commanders at Grimford.”

“Would we be in any danger from them?” Calli asked.

“I doubt it,” Safia answered. “It will be a political nightmare when the duke shows up dead, especially since it will be an obvious assassination. Everyone will blame each other, and everyone will be so busy fighting among themselves or trying to restore order that they won’t have a lot of time to think about anything else, and that includes Ken.”

“Crazy Ken,” Khara corrected with a frown. “Do not diminish my husband by ignoring his title with regards to our enemies. He has earned it well. And a good title can inflict a wonderful amount of fear, I assure you.”

Safia’s lips parted as if she was about to assure the orc she had permission to call me by my given name, but then her eyes flicked to me. I didn’t bother hiding my grin. I fucking loved the way my monster wives defended my somewhat evil honor.

The slightest hint of a smile played on the duchess’ lips as she turned back to Khara. Then she offered the orc a respectful bow of her head.

“Crazy Ken,” Safia agreed. “My apologies.”

“Accepted.” Khara bowed back.

“So we can do whatever we want with no human soldiers to worry about?” Nika cried. “Oh, that is wonderful news!”

“Maybe not whatever we want,” I chuckled. “But it sounds like it might take a little bit of the pressure off. We’ll still have to worry about adventurers, since it sounds like his Holy Blightness put out a call to the whole kingdom, but I’ll take adventurers over royal troops and royal magi any day.”

“And do not forget the rest of the orc tribes,” Khara added. “They will not bother us anytime soon, but they will eventually come back to find me.”

“There are more orcs?” Safia repeated. “Whole tribes of them? And they’re after you, Ken?”

“Technically, they’re after Khara,” I replied. “But yeah, that also means they’ll come after our whole family. Don’t worry, though. I plan to have the walls finished and a bunch of other defenses in place by the time the rest of the orcs find us.”

“Hey, I said no talking about anything fucking important while I was gone!” Ruby protested as she bustled back into view with her arms full.

“Need a hand with that?” I grinned.

“Nope, it’s not for you,” Ruby said, and then she dropped a load of paper, quills, and ink at Safia’s feet. “Here you go, duchess. Knock yourself out.”

“What’s all this, Nimble Fingers?” Nika asked. “Ooh, are you going to draw us your plans for an amazing trap to hold the duke completely still while we chop off his head?”

Ruby shook her head. “It’s for Safia. To draw the blueprints of Grimford so Ken knows where he needs to go.”

“So there’s only one thing about that.” Safia looked up at me, and her dark eyes seemed full of fire. “I can tell you everything you need to know, but on one condition.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “And what condition is that?”

“You let me come with you when you kill the duke,” Safia replied.

“Absolutely not,” I said immediately. “It’s way too dangerous.”

“But--”

“You will excuse us,” Khara interrupted the duchess, and then the orc warrior slipped her hand into mine and started to tug me away. “This will only take a moment, husband.”

I let Khara lead me to the side out of earshot, even though I couldn’t figure out what my orc wife’s stake was in all this. Surely, she didn’t think I should bring the duchess with me. She probably just wanted to argue her way into coming with me instead, and my mind was already racing with how I was going to tell her no.

“The human woman should go with you,” Khara announced.

“You’re kidding, right?” I ran my fingers through my hair. “She’s not like the rest of you. I doubt she’s ever even been in a physical fight, and it will be too dangerous for her to come with me.”

“Then I will also come with you,” Khara answered. “I will keep the duchess alive while you kill the duke.”

“Khara,” I sighed, “and I mean this in the best way possible, but you won’t exactly blend in with a bunch of humans if we’re spotted.”

“Thank you, husband,” the brunette orc warrior purred.

“And if anyone sees the duchess, our mission will be over before it even gets started,” I continued.

“I believe it will be worth the risk,” Khara insisted. “It will be a perfect opportunity for the duchess to see what an excellent provider you are and how well you take care of your family.”

“I’m not sure how that’s relevant,” I said.

“Trust me, it is very relevant,” Khara replied. “Last night at dinner, do you know what the duchess whispered to Akana?”

“No, but I was curious,” I said.

“She said that she is not very good with children, but she will try to be better,” Khara answered.

“I still don’t see what that has to do with her coming with me to Grimford or not,” I pointed out.

“That is because you did not hear what Akana told her after that,” Khara said. “Our little Akanateela told her that she will be better with children once Akana’s daddy gives the duchess children of her own. Of course, the duchess did not understand what Akana said, but our daughter was absolutely right. She is very intelligent, you know.”

“Akana is brilliant,” I agreed. “But I’m not giving the duchess any children.”

“Not yet,” Khara replied. “Not until she has seen what a good provider and protector you would be. And I cannot think of a better way for her to see this than to go to Grimford with you and be allowed to assist in the assasination of her pathetic husband.”

“Shit,” I groaned. “I’ll take it into consideration, okay?”

“You have already decided to take her with you.” Khara smirked. “Otherwise, you would still be arguing with me.”

“Yeah, well, you’re all pretty damn persuasive, you know that?” I chuckled. “Come on, we’ve got some plans to make.”

When we rejoined the others, the papers that Ruby had brought were all still blank. Safia looked at me expectantly, and for a second, I thought about changing my mind. But honestly, if I was going to break into Grimford and secretly assassinate the duke, I was probably going to need Safia by my side.

It was one thing to study blueprints of a place, but that could never replace firsthand knowledge. Plus, if push came to shove and someone did discover us, it would be a lot easier for the duchess to talk her way out of trouble than it would be for me alone.

“Alright,” I sighed. “Safia, you can come with me.”

The duchess gave me a dazzling and devious smile, like she planned to be the one to stab the duke through his heart herself.

“I will also come with you both,” Khara said.

“Not so fast.” I shook my head. “Safia will come with me because she knows how to navigate us through Grimford, but this needs to be a sneaking mission, and that means the less people, the better.”

“Oh!” Nika’s hand shot up in the air. “I am very good at sneaking, Ken Jewell!”

“You’re also the most beautiful shade of green I’ve ever seen,” I said with a patient grin. “And that’s not exactly the kind of thing that would blend in if we’re surrounded by a bunch of humans.”

“So you and Safia will just go by yourselves?” Nika pouted but then suddenly gave me a sly smile. “Ohhh, I see. You and Safia will just go by yourseeeeelves! That is a very good plan. So much time alone together on the road, in the darkness, doing such sexy things together like killing dukes and slaughtering soldiers who stand in your way. You will have such a wonderful time, you will see!”

“I didn’t say we’d go by ourselves,” I chuckled. “I think we need one more person who can help us fight in case we get into a tight spot, and--”

“I would like to come,” Calli interrupted. “As long as I don’t get wet, I can pass as human.”

“Good luck not getting wet around these two,” Ruby snickered with a nod at me and Safia. “Just look at them! They look like the king and queen of some mindblowing sex realm, and I would like to apply for citizenship to their kingdom, please.”

I just laughed and shook my head. “Are you sure, Calli?”

“As long as we do not have to go through the underdark to reach Grimford, I am sure,” my siren wife answered. “I would like to help you both kill the duke.”

“Then it’s settled,” I said. “Safia, Calli, and I will go to Grimford tonight, kill the duke, and hopefully be back some time tomorrow. How far is Grimford from Hamstead?”

“Half a day’s ride if you really push the horses,” the duchess answered.

“So we would probably need to leave here at first sunset in order to get there at some point between midnight and first sunrise,” I said. “And a little earlier would be even better.”

“Then we should start making our plans,” Safia said as she bent down to grab some of Ruby’s drawing supplies. “Here, let me show you the layout of Grimford.”

We spent the rest of the morning going over the best ways to sneak into Grimford and find the duke. Safia was an incredible source of knowledge, and with her by my side, I had no doubt that we’d be able to get in and out with minimal problems.

And if we did run into any problems, that was where Calli and I came in, anyway.

The thought of walking into the middle of a town full of soldiers in order to kill the duke was enough to get my blood pumping on its own, but when I added on the fact that I’d be walking in there with Safia and Calli on my arms, it sent my adrenaline soaring through the fucking roof.

By the time we finished coming up with our rough plans, we took a break for lunch, and then Safia excused herself back to Torrance’s house to get some rest before we stayed up all night. Calli agreed this was a good call and swam down to the bottom of her pond to get fully rested and recharged in the water before we left. I was too pumped up to feel tired myself, but when I tried to leave the house to go join the rest of my family at work, Ruby stopped me at the door frame.

“And just where do you think you’re going, mister?” the petite redhead demanded in her impossibly cute voice.

“Uh, to work?” I answered.

“I don’t think so,” Ruby huffed and then crossed her arms over her ample chest. “If you can use your crafty ways to get me to take breaks and rest when I need to, then so can I.”

“My crafty ways?” I smirked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Oh, you know damn well what it means,” Ruby said. “First, you smile all sexy at me, and then you grab me with your big strong hands. Then you throw me over your broad shoulders and spread my legs apart with your throbbing tool, and then… and then… wait, where was I?”

“It sounded like you were planning to throw me over your shoulders and have your way with me,” I laughed. “Unless of course, you’d like it to be the other way around.”

“Ugh, you’re impossible!” Ruby groaned. “I’m just trying to get you to rest so you’re ready for tonight, and I only know one thing guaranteed to tire you out long enough that you’ll get some sleep!”

“Like building a granite wall?” I teased.

Ruby made a face but didn’t try to argue. Instead, she just grabbed my hands, pulled them toward herself, and then cupped my fingers around her heavy breasts. It was such a direct move that I couldn’t help instantly grinning, but then I realized that Ruby’s pregnant body was literally trembling with excitement.

My hands began to massage her breasts at the same time my thumbs grazed across her perfectly pointed nipples. It had been a minute since I’d had the redhead all to myself, and now the more she moaned and closed her eyes at my touch, the more I wanted her.

“Oh, you’re gonna get it now,” I warned, and then I scooped her up in my arms so fast that she only got out a little squeal of protest before I used my foot to slam the door to the house shut behind us.

I immediately carried her into the bedroom and closed that door behind us too, but I still didn’t set her down. I just adjusted the petite woman in my arms until she had her legs wrapped around my waist. Then with one hand still supporting her generous hips, I let my other fingers drift up and pull her face toward mine.

“Come here, you,” I whispered, and then our lips locked in a fiery kiss.

Every inch of the redhead’s skin felt like it was on fire, but I didn’t care whether it was pregnancy hormones or just from how turned on she was. All I cared about was the feeling of our bodies melting together and the way our tongues kept exploring each other’s mouths like it was the first time they’d ever danced together.

Our lips stayed locked as I stumbled over to the bed, but Ruby only let me put her down for a second. The moment she kicked off her shorts, she jumped straight back into my arms and wrapped her legs even more tightly around my waist.

“I need you,” she whispered as she reached down to fumble with my belt. “Right now. Just like this.”

I helped her with my belt, but she didn’t even let me take my pants off. As soon as my pants were unbuttoned, she slipped her hand inside, wrapped her warm fingers firmly around my cock, and then drew me toward her waiting pussy.

I held her up with enough force that I didn’t immediately slip inside her, but when my tip brushed against her entrance, I realized it wouldn’t have been difficult. She was already so wet that it felt like a damn slip-and-slide, and it took all my focus to tease her with just my tip for a few more seconds.

“I think somebody got turned on imagining me as the king of sex,” I joked. “You’re already soaked.”

“This is no… time for… jokes!” Ruby gasped. “Just put it in! Please!”

The sound of the redhead begging for my cock was too much to take any longer. I wrapped both my arms around her, pushed her up against the wall for stability, and then let my tool push open her petal-shaped lips and slide in.

Ruby might have been so wet that it was like someone had hosed her down, but her tunnel was still so damn tight that I was only able to drive in a few inches before I had to back out and push in again. Her pussy seemed a hell of a lot more bashful than her mouth was, and every time I pulled out, my cock had to thrust aside the velvety petals guarding her tunnel so I could push in deeper and deeper.

“Just… a little…” Ruby adjusted her hips slightly against mine, and my cock suddenly slid all the way home. “Oh! Oh! Ohhh…”

Ruby’s groan was so deep that it made every muscle in her body relax, so for a second, she grew totally limp in my arms. I kept her upright, and my hand shot up to hold her head before it sank backward and crashed into the wall.

“You alright there, babe?” I smiled when Ruby fluttered open her hazel eyes again.

“I think I really needed that,” she giggled. “I’ve never felt it so deep before. I mean I’ve never felt a climax so deep before. Normally, they build and then just burst out like a volcano or something, but this one felt like it was going deeper and deeper, like a river pouring down a tunnel toward the center of the world.”

“You better be careful with all that talk of rivers pouring down tunnels,” I whispered in her ear and then kissed her neck.

Ruby just moaned and leaned her head harder into my hand. I tugged her ponytail back so I could kiss down the side of her neck, and then I started to pump my hips into her. Her silky walls were still pulsing from her first orgasm, and I went slow at first so I could enjoy every last throb against my cock. Each time her pulse thudded against my shaft, Ruby tightened her pelvic muscles at the same time, and I kissed her neck in the same rhythm that I slid in and out of her.

Her cleavage was still hidden by her tank top, but the more I grinded my hips against hers, the more she pushed her chest against mine with soft little moans. I wanted to bury my face in between her tits, but I couldn’t do anything as long as her shirt was still on, so without a word, I carried her over to the mattress and laid her down.

I pulled out of her long enough to take my pants off the rest of the way, along with my boots, but the moment I took my cock away from her, Ruby sat straight up on the bed and scowled. After I shrugged my shirt off too, I climbed onto the mattress and crawled toward her, but the feisty redhead held up her hand.

“You took your tool away mid-thrust,” she sighed. “Do you know how hard that is?”

“Do you know how hard it is?” I glanced down with a grin, and Ruby’s gaze followed mine despite herself.

“Ah, shit.” The petite woman bit her lip.

“You’re not really gonna hold it against me that I wanted to make it easier to give you what you want, are you?” I smirked as I leaned down and kissed her thigh just above her knee. “Unless of course, you’ve changed your mind.”

I ran my tongue up the inside of her thigh now, and Ruby whimpered.

“But if you feel like one orgasm is all you need…” I trailed off as my lips found the crease where her hips met her thighs.

Ruby groaned and let her legs fall open slightly.

I kissed the soft skin just above her mound now. “And if you don’t actually want a river of my cum to pour inside you, then--”

“Holy shit, never fucking say that again!” Ruby gasped and then immediately spread her legs wider. “Don’t you dare! I want you to fill me up over and over again until I’m fucking bursting, do you understand?”

“You got it, babe,” I said with a grin.

I lowered my face toward her entrance just long enough to flick my tongue across her clit, but then Ruby reached down and pulled me up by my hair so my cock moved toward her pussy instead.

“There will be plenty of time for kissing later!” she panted. “But can’t you tell I’m fucking desperate right now?”

“Then you better get that cute little tank top off,” I ordered.

Ruby instantly started to wriggle out of the tight fabric, but my hips were pinning her to the mattress, so it made it a little difficult for her. She got the shirt up over her head, but it got tangled at some point while she was still trying to get it off her arms, and now she was the one who looked like a pretzel with her arms twisted up overhead.

“I can work with that,” I chuckled, and for a few seconds, I let the redhead squirm as I buried my tongue in between her incredible tits.

My lips grazed back and forth across the soft hills of her cleavage. When I started to push the tip of my shaft against her tight entrance, I devoured her globes by the mouthful until I felt like I was drifting on a velvety ocean that swelled and crashed against my lips.

I couldn’t take it anymore.

I couldn’t keep my face buried in her cleavage at the same time I pumped my hips into her the way I wanted to, so I adjusted myself on top of her, finished pulling off her shirt to free her arms, and then looked down at her with a smile.

This adorable, feisty, foul-mouthed redhead with perfect hourglass curves and a work ethic that just wouldn’t quit. This batshit insane dwarf who had planned to kamikaze herself just so she could kill a bunch of goblins in the process. This gorgeous, pint-sized, bloodthirsty woman who bossed everyone around all day but was now looking up at me like I was the suns and the moon all together.

She was all mine.

“You’re fucking incredible, you know that?” I whispered.

Her hands responded first as they reached down to draw me toward herself. When I held myself back, she scowled up at me again, but I could tell she was enjoying the tease.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m a gift straight from the Stone Mother herself, I know,” Ruby chuckled. “You can tell me all about it later, but why don’t you just go ahead and show me for now?”

Her warm fingers stroked up and down my stiff shaft, and the next time she slid her hand down toward my tip, I let her pull me toward her entrance. This time, she was warmed up enough, and I didn’t have to go slow. Instead, I plunged my tool deep inside her, and when I couldn’t go any deeper, I just held myself there as our bodies trembled together.

I let my hands slide down her arms until I gripped her fingers and pressed them into the mattress. Her back arched as I pulled out and thrust in again, and the faster I pumped my hips into her, the more it felt like I was flying. My head was spinning with ecstasy, and I could have been soaring thousands of feet above the ground with only the rhythmic pulse of Ruby’s tunnel gripping me to keep me from soaring straight up into the stars.

“Ohh, fuuuck,” Ruby suddenly gasped. “Fuck, fuck, fucking fuuuck!”

As her second orgasm swept over her, the petite redhead’s back arched so much that it completely came up off the mattress. Her whole body trembled like a leaf underneath me, and I held myself exactly where I was so I could keep giving her steady thrusts deep inside her tunnel. When her back finally collapsed back onto the bed, Ruby flopped her head to the side and gave such a long sigh that it sounded like she might have sprung a leak.

“King… of… sex,” Ruby panted. “Holy shit. Like… just… fuck! Ken Jewell, the king of fucking sex!”

“Then you know what that makes you, right?” I grinned and bent down to kiss her cheek. “My fucking queen.”

“Oh, I see what you did there,” Ruby snorted. “Fucking queen, like queen of fucking.”

“Well, aren’t you?” I smirked.

“Fuck yes,” Ruby said, and then she grabbed my face with her hands and pulled me down on top of her again.

Everything became a blur of bodies and positions after that. She rode me on top, then I took her from the back, then I fucked her in missionary again, and she came louder and longer in every position we switched to. When I took her doggy style for the second time, I quickly realized I wasn’t going to be able to hold out any longer.

The sound of her heavy tits slapping together every time I thrust into her was too much for any man to take.

“I think I’m gonna--”

“Yesss,” Ruby gasped. “Please! I want to feel your hot seed spray deep inside me!”

On my next thrust, my balls finally spasmed to release their load. A torrent of cum gushed into her tunnel, but then it just kept going. The room went black around me as wave after wave of my seed poured into her, and then I felt nothing but the warmth of her tunnel pulling my cum deeper and deeper inside her.

When the room finally came back into focus around me, I collapsed beside Ruby on the bed. She reached down and wiped up the excess cum before it could dribble out on the sheets, and then she licked her fingers, gave a contented sigh, and nestled herself against my chest.

“You’re amazing, you know that?” I whispered.

“Right back at you, handsome,” Ruby giggled. “So, did it work? Did I wear you out enough for you to get some rest?”

I wanted to say no so I could tease her some more, but my yawn gave me away.

“Ha!” Ruby grinned. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

“I can’t promise I’ll stay asleep, though,” I said and then slipped my arms around her to keep her trapped against me. “What if I wake up five minutes from now and don’t feel tired anymore?”

“Hmm, that could be a problem,” Ruby said with another little giggle. “I guess I’ll just have to stay right here and keep an eye on you.”

My smile dissolved into another yawn, and then I completely passed out. The next time I woke up, the light outside suggested that it had been two hours since I fell asleep. Ruby was still in my arms, and I kissed her gently until she woke up and we made love again.

Now that we’d gotten the more frantic urges out of both our systems, we could take our time. I kissed every inch of her warm skin, and Ruby returned the favor until every part of me was burning for her again. Our bodies merged into one until I lost all track of time, and when we finally came back up for air again after several more rounds of intense sleep followed by even more intense climaxes, the light coming in through the window looked like it was late afternoon.

After we cleaned up and got dressed again, I loaded myself up with weapons and then followed Ruby outside. The rest of my family came over as soon as they saw us emerge from the house. Even Torrance and his family came over to see me off, but there was no sign of Calli or Safia yet.

I was impressed at how much progress my family had made on the southern wall without us. There wasn’t too much time to inspect their work though, because one glance at the position of the Holy Twins overhead told me we needed to get going if we were going to make it to Grimford in the middle of the night.

“I’m not sure exactly when we’ll be back,” I told my family and Torrance’s group. “It should be some time tomorrow, if everything goes well.”

“If you do not return soon, I know all three of your scents by heart, husband,” Khara said. “I will track you down and find you.”

“And no amount of dukes or soldiers will stop us!” Nika declared. “We will make a great hunting team, Khara.”

“Obviously.” The brunette orc nodded. “You and Ruby will go in and distract our prey, and Tamzin and I will close in on them from behind. Then we will rip their throats out from all sides, and they will regret the day they ever picked a fight with Clan Jewell.”

“Glad it sounds like you’ve already got a plan in place in case shit goes south,” I chuckled. “But between the three of us, we should be alright. Where are Calli and Safia anyway?”

“Doing their hair or something,” Matilda muttered.

“Okay, well, while they finish up, I need to get three horses ready for us,” I said.

“You’re not taking the wagon, Mister Ken?” Markus asked.

“No, we don’t need it,” I answered. “Wagons are slower and clumsier, anyway. I want to get to Grimford, and also out of there, as fast as possible.”

“I’ll saddle up three horses for you,” Maximus said.

“Not if I saddle them first,” Markus challenged his brother. “Do you want Charlie and two draft horses? Or three draft horses?”

“Let’s do three draft horses so they all keep the same pace,” I said. “Don’t use any of the mercenaries’ horses. I don’t want to risk them being recognized.”

Torrance’s sons tore off across the lawn in a race to see who could get the horses ready for me faster. Before I could see who made it to the barn first, I felt a little hand tug on my sleeve and looked down to see Akana’s little fanged face looking up at me hopefully.

“Akana wants to know if you are sure you don’t want any of us to come with you, Daddy?” Abby asked as she came up behind her little sister.

“Pleeease?” Athena whispered from Sawsaw’s shoulders.

I reached down, picked Akana up, and balanced the little orc girl on my hip. “Yeah, I’m sure, sweetie. I don’t think Grimford is any kind of place for little girls, not even for the most ferocious little princesses.”

“Okay,” Abby sighed. “But only if we get to be in charge of defenses here.”

“You got it,” I said. “If any hunters or adventurers come calling while we’re away, the three of you can be in charge.”

Akana grinned and then gave an evil giggle. She was so cute that it was hard to take her seriously, even if I had watched her literally rip the faces off of our enemies time and time again. I kissed my little half-orc girl’s forehead, and then Abby and Athena both insisted on getting picked up and kissed, too.

“How about you?” I grinned at my gob boys after I’d said goodbye to my daughters. “Do you all want a goodbye kiss, too?”

“Yuck!” Burp shook his head.

Canigo made a face, and Blink tried to cover his forehead and his cheeks at the same time to make sure no one tried to sneak him a kiss. Sawsaw just rolled his eyes and clapped me on the shoulder.

“Da be safe,” my oldest said.

“You, too,” I said, and then I hugged him long enough to whisper, “Make sure the girls don’t get too carried away with anything. Oh, and the same thing goes for your mother.”

“Sawsaw watch,” he agreed and then ran his fingers through his red hair just like I always did.

I turned to tell my wives goodbye next, but I stopped when I saw Calli and Safia striding toward us across the lawn. They looked like two fucking pin-up models dressed for a photoshoot, and I swore my mouth actually started to water just from looking at them.

Together, the women looked like the sun and moon moving across the lawn.

Calli wore an all-black dress that made her pale skin seem even more alabaster than usual. The neckline was cut low enough to highlight a generous amount of cleavage, and her long blonde hair was tied in an elaborate braid down the front of one shoulder.

Beside her, Safia was dressed in the original gold dress I’d brought her home in, but it had been cleaned to sparkle like new. Calli must have redone the duchess’ dark hair too, because even though there were no pearls in it now, it was twisted into intricate knotwork braids that held it half-up, half-down.

“Shit, you two really know how to make an entrance, don’t you?” I asked when they joined us and after I figured out how to close my jaw again.

“We thought about borrowing some of your wives’ clothing for myself,” Safia explained. “But if we are caught, it will be much easier for me to talk my way out of things if I’m dressed as the duchess. Calli is dressed appropriately to be my lady in waiting, and that should be convincing enough since no one in Grimford knows what my actual lady in waiting looks like.”

“Now I feel like I might be a bit underdressed,” I chuckled.

“Not at all,” Safia said as if she didn’t realize I was joking. “If we are caught, then you will simply be the kind soul who found us wandering lost in the woods, and we begged you to escort us safely to Grimford.”

“Works for me,” I said. “Even though I’m definitely not planning on us getting caught.”

“Just in case, then,” Safia said with a small smile.

“What about the guards whose heads you bashed in?” I asked. “Don’t you think that might raise a few questions if you suddenly show up?”

“Not if they’re dead,” the duchess said with her head held high. “And if they’re alive, then we’ll just… improvise.”

“Do not worry, Ken Jewell,” Nika said. “If you have to improvise, Calli will still be able to fight in her dress. Look at the beautiful slits I made for her!”

Calliope stepped one long alabaster leg forward, and the dress parted on either side of her thigh all the way up to the swell of her hip. There was an identical slit on the other side that would let her other leg move around as much as she wanted, and both her thighs were strapped down with wicked-looking daggers.

“I only wish I could find a hiding place for my trident,” Calli said as she let the fabric of her dress fall back into place.

“Why don’t we bring it and secure it to the horse?” I suggested. “Then if we’re able to sneak in like we plan to, you can bring it, and if not, no harm done.”

“Oh, yes please!” Calli said with a smile. “I told Safia she could have any weapon she wanted, but she will only take one small dagger.”

“If you aim it right, all you need is one.” Safia shrugged.

“Oh, no, that is simply not true.” Nika shook her head. “More weapons are always better than less weapons.”

“Nika, half the time, you don’t even fight with weapons,” I laughed.

“Yes, but that is because I have amazing teeth and nails for clawing and ripping out throats,” my goblin wife explained impatiently. “Poor Safia is only a human, and she needs every advantage she can get!”

“Then I will just have to make sure my dagger hits him where it counts,” Safia said with a note of quiet determination in her voice.

I was surprised to hear her say that, mostly because I assumed she was just coming with me to help me find the duke. I never expected Safia to actually kill him, and I certainly didn’t expect her to sound so eager about it.

But as long as he ended up dead, I didn’t much care how he got there.

I kissed Nika, Khara, Ruby, and Tamzin each goodbye next. I could have spent a lifetime kissing each one, but I forced myself to pull away when Markus and Maximus returned with the draft horses. They were almost as tall as I was just at their shoulders, and even though this was part of what made them strong enough to pull load after load of granite, it did make it a bit more difficult to actually mount up.

After I helped Calli onto the back of the first draft horse, I held out my locked hands as a boost to Safia. The duchess reached up to grab the pommel of the saddle, lightly sprang off my interlaced hands, and jumped onto the back of her own mount. She had to hike her skirts up a bit in order to straddle the beast, but we didn’t have any way for her to ride sidesaddle, and I would have nixed the idea even if we did. Riding with one leg on either side of the horse was the best way to make sure nobody fell, and it was all the more important because it would have been one hell of a long fall.

I climbed up onto a granite block in order to jump onto the back of the third draft horse, and when we were all settled, I led the three of us across the drawbridge. I only glanced back one time before Shitter and Canigo pulled the drawbridge back up, but the sight of my family all lined up and watching me leave made my jaw tighten with determination.

Yeah, the duke was definitely going to die.


[image: ]

 

Chapter 14

It was the only way to keep my family safe, and I would never hesitate to do whatever it took to protect them. Not even if it meant riding all the way to Grimford in one night, sneaking inside a city full of soldiers with no backup except for Calli and Safia, and then killing him while he slept.

Because the moment the duke was allowed to get control of the royal troops at Grimford, he would turn into a holy terror as he tried to regain his foothold in his own territory. The quarry would be so well-guarded that it might become impossible to steal more granite, and Hamstead itself would probably start crawling with soldiers. If he hadn’t already heard the rumor about Crazy Ken leading the orcs, then he was sure to hear it soon, and I had no doubt that Duke Bellfrey would send soldiers into every corner of the countryside to hunt me down.

And if Safia hadn’t actually killed the guards she attacked, they would have told the duke all about what she did. Hell, even if they were dead, the duke would still be a threat to her as long as he lived. That meant he would be a threat to Penelope and Elvira too, and to anyone that he might find out had helped her.

I might have just met Safia, but I was the one who’d offered to bring her home with me. That put her under my protection, and I’d be damned if some asshole duke ever even got the chance to think about fucking that up. The duchess was still a mystery to me, but she had helped me escape from the duke’s keep, she had trusted me when I told her how to escape herself, and most importantly, she had accepted my family without question.

So fuck her fucking husband.

The duke wouldn’t live to see tomorrow morning, and if I had anything to say about it, his death was going to be nice and fucking slow.

My monster wives really were starting to rub off on me.

We rode due north along the same route we normally took to the granite quarry. It was riskier than usual since the suns were still both shining, even if the first one was close to setting, but it was the only way to get to Grimford while it was dark. Calli had pointed ears, but if we hid them then no one would recognize her  as a creature of the underdark without her tail, but it would be almost as difficult to explain our presence to anyone who just thought we were humans.

Safia’s idea about passing Calli off as her maid and me as their escort was a pretty solid one, but I still didn’t want to use it unless absolutely necessary. It would still direct too many questions and too much attention in our direction. I just hoped we wouldn’t run into anyone on our ride north, and since we didn’t actually use any roads to travel across the hills and fields between us and Hamstead, that seemed a pretty safe bet.

By the time we reached the massive forest that surrounded the quarry, the first sun had gone down and draped the world in a strange twilight. It made the woods seem golden as we first rode under their branches, but I quickly realized that we were much taller on the horses’ backs than in the wagons, and we had to keep ducking to avoid the tree limbs.

“Let’s stick to the road for now,” I said as I guided my draft horse to the road that led through the woods. “Keep your cloaks up in case we pass anyone.”

“As long as we keep our horses going at a walk, we should be able to hear anyone else on the road,” Safia said.

“Unless they’re on foot,” Calli pointed out. “But don’t worry, we’ll kill them quickly if they ask too many questions.”

Safia swallowed loudly like she might actually be more nervous than she let on, but then we spread out so our horses followed each other in a line. It would be easier to guide them back into the woods this way instead of all riding next to each other, plus it was easier to hear with the other horses following behind mine.

Other than the steady clop of our horses’ hooves, the dim forest was quiet. A few birds called to each other as they got ready to bunk down for the night, and the ferns rustled more than a few times with little creatures scurrying back and forth. Every now and then, Calli called a halt when she heard distant human voices. They always died away just as fast as she heard them, and I guessed they were hunters or foragers trying to get a last little bit of work in before the daylight faded completely.

When we had almost reached the fork in the forest road, I stopped the horses again. There were definitely voices up ahead, but this time, it sounded like a hell of a lot of them. Calli might be eager to kill everyone we came across, but it would be a lot less messy if we just kept our heads down. Plus, I imagined Safia was only really interested in killing the duke, not random villagers who stumbled into us along the way.

“Into the woods, now,” I hissed and then quickly guided my mount into the trees on the right-hand side of the road.

The light was dim enough that our horses’ coats should blend in with the brown shadows of the woods, but I doubted it was dark enough yet for three figures on horseback not to stand out. The voices were getting closer quickly, and since it would make too much noise to guide the horses deeper into the woods, I decided to call it good when we were a few yards off the road.

I immediately dismounted and signaled for Calli and Safia to do the same thing. As soon as they crouched down next to me, I peered through the horses’ legs to try and get eyes on the humans, but when I heard them again, my heart did a little somersault.

They didn’t sound like they were on the road anymore.

Now they were tramping through the woods, and it sounded like they were headed straight toward us.

Calliope stood up as quickly as she had crouched down, but she put her finger to her lips before I could protest. She gestured for the two of us to stay hidden, and then she quietly slipped away from us and back toward the road. All three horses followed her without a word. She was already humming softly by the time she and the horses disappeared through the trees, and I knew that no amount of arguing on my part would have stopped her anyway.

But while Calli was trying to lead the humans away, I could hear what they were saying now, and I knew they were way too close.

“What’s the bloody point of having a trained hound when it only sniffs out squirrels?” one of the voices complained. “Can’t he hunt down something bigger?”

“Would you rather have him hunt down a fucking orc to bring home to Jena?” another voice snorted. “I doubt she’s cooked orc before, but I hear it tastes just like chicken.”

“You’re both gonna make me sick,” a third voice said. “I can’t hardly think of anything worse than having to eat one of them monsters.”

“Hey, it’s only fair,” the second voice said. “They’d eat us in a heartbeat, so why shouldn’t we return the favor?”

“Uh, maybe ‘cause we’re, like, human and shit?” the third voice replied.

Then I heard the distinct sound of a dog sniffing to catch a scent.

“Hound,” I mouthed, and I motioned for Safia to get lower against the ground.

The duchess nestled herself in the middle of a tall ring of fragrant flowers that hid her from view, and I tucked myself down beside her. At least Calli had led the horses away from us so the dog wouldn’t pick up their scent. I just hoped the perfume of the flowers would be enough to mask us from the hound, but I touched the buck knife in my belt for reassurance anyway.

I didn’t want to kill anyone who didn’t deserve it, but I also wouldn’t let anything get in the way of my mission tonight.

Then I heard Calli softly singing from somewhere nearby, and all thoughts about the hound and the villagers completely vanished. I couldn’t hear the words, but I didn’t need to. All I knew was that the melody itself was pulling me toward it. It told me to abandon my path and all my plans, and then to follow it south of the forest until I found myself staring at the horizon and waiting for the red moon to rise.

When I felt Safia start to push herself up from the ground, I realized I wasn’t the only one who was trying to resist following the pull of Calli’s song. She was halfway in a sitting position with her head poking up above the flowers before I even registered that she was moving. I instantly pushed myself up, but by the time I grabbed her around the waist, Safia had already risen to her feet.

I pulled her down forcefully to keep her from attracting anyone’s attention. She stumbled backward and fell to her knees, but since I was trying not to hurt her, she scrambled right back up and started tugging against me again.

“You have to let me go!” Safia hissed. “I have to see the moon rise!”

Calli’s song must have really hit her hard, but the last thing I needed was for the duchess to take off running through the trees, and I definitely didn’t need any humans to see me wrestling her in the dim woods and get the wrong idea.

“It’s not real!” I whispered. “It’s just a siren song!”

“Please, you have to let me see it! It’s the only way I know how to get home!” Safia cried, but even as her voice grew louder, Calli raised the volume of her song in the distance to match it.

I must have missed that part of my siren wife’s song because I had no idea what the duchess was talking about. But I was more concerned that the sounds of the human party had suddenly paused where it had been turning to follow Calli.

“Please!” Safia begged, and her voice was a little louder now but also tinged with desperation.

Safia tried to pry my fingers off her waist to free herself and run after the siren, but I just tightened my grip and tried to pull her back down beside me. Then the duchess opened her mouth to scream, but I only let her get out the breathy ‘h’ in ‘help’ before I jumped completely up, clamped one hand over her mouth, and then tugged her back down into the flowers.

She squirmed against me and tried to bite my hand, but I held her tight enough that she couldn’t get free. Calli’s song grew in force, and the humans began moving toward it again, but the duchess still seemed just as eager to go with them. The sound of the dog sniffing around faded a few seconds later, and it was followed by the steady tramp of feet back toward the road instead of toward us. Calli’s voice continued to echo through the woods after all sounds of the humans vanished, but her song was soft enough now that Safia slowly stopped struggling.

Instead, she just started trembling against me. I let my hand drop from her mouth, but I kept my grip around her waist in case she went rogue and tried to run off again. I tried to be as gentle as possible, but when she still kept shaking, I reached up and rested my hand on her shoulder.

“Hey, hey, it’s okay,” I whispered. “You’re safe. Everything is alright. Just stay put for me for right now, okay?”

My voice seemed to break the last of the spell that Calliope’s voice had put the duchess under, and she suddenly relaxed in my arms. Then it was my turn to be just as distracted as Safia had been, only my distraction came in the form of a supple-bodied duchess who was pressing into me like my body was the only thing standing between her and the villagers who would likely try and drag her back to the duke for a reward.

I stayed perfectly still with the duchess in my arms until I heard the siren’s graceful footsteps behind us a few minutes later. I released my hold on Safia, and when I turned to look at my siren wife, I saw the three draft horses following her faithfully back toward us.

“All clear,” the beautiful blonde announced. “The horses were angels. I was afraid the men would see them and find you, so I just had them follow me out of the way instead.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Probably a good call since those men had a hound with them.”

“They will not be coming back any time soon,” Calli said with a smile.

“You okay?” I asked Safia as I helped her stand up in the middle of the crushed flowers.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” the duchess asked as she frantically tried to pick out stray leaves from her hair.

“Uhh…” I gave her a pointed look.

“Alright, I might have lost my head for a moment,” Safia admitted. “But when I heard Calliope singing…”

“Yeah, we probably should have warned you about that,” I chuckled. “If you don’t keep your focus, it can start to affect you, too.”

“It was a beautiful song,” Safia told Calliope. “I didn’t realize sirens had magic powers like humans.”

“Oh, all sirens can sing,” the stunning blonde replied. “You should hear Abby’s songs. She is so talented that I think eventually, she might be able to stop the suns in the middle of the sky.”

“She clearly gets it from her mother,” Safia said, but the duchess immediately seemed embarrassed that she had given such a direct compliment, so she changed the subject. “But where did you tell those men to go?”

“Toward the southern border of the forest,” Calli answered. “They’ll come out of their daze eventually and hurry home, and even if my song worked particularly well on them, the effect will break once they see the moon rise.”

“At least this way, they stand a chance of getting home in one piece,” I said. “I can’t guarantee they would have been so lucky if they’d found us. But what did you hear in the song, Safia? You said something about your home, but I--”

“Oh, who can remember?” the duchess interrupted so fast that I knew she most definitely did remember what I was talking about.

I decided to drop it for now.

We had enough other things to worry about, anyway.

Once we were all mounted again, we headed north through the woods. The branches were higher in this part of the forest, so we only had to duck down every few minutes to avoid getting smacked in the face by any of the limbs. We kept the road in view on our left, and when Safia told us it was time, we crossed the road and kept it on our right as we traveled past the duke’s ruined castle and kept going north toward Grimford.

Eventually, the forest started to thin out, so we were riding across gentle hills dotted with tree groves every few dozen yards. The second sun had gone down by now, and it was dark enough that no humans with an ounce of sense would risk being outside with the threat of Crazy Ken and his army of underdark monsters.

“Do you really think we will be able to sneak in through a secret entrance?” Calli asked as we kept riding north. “What happens if it is no longer there?”

“There are several options, so we should be able to take another one if we find that one is blocked,” Safia answered. “The soldiers set up secret entrances to sneak contraband into the city, and the last time I checked, even my husband didn’t know about this.”

“And how exactly did you learn about secret entrances that contraband goods are smuggled through?” I grinned.

“I had a very good maid once,” Safia said with a smirk. “Bellfrey fired her once he realized how much I liked her, of course. But for a little while, she got me whatever I wanted, like alcohol stronger than the watery stuff the duke drinks. Oh, and tobacco! She used to get me lovely tobacco.”

“You smoke?” I asked.

“Not really,” Safia answered. “I just liked the smell.”

“Tell me about the different entrances,” I said.

“I’m not sure which of them would be best,” Safia admitted. “There’s one north of the city that goes underground, but I’m not sure where it comes up in the city. There’s another one that you can only find if you swim across the moat, and another one that goes underground and comes up behind one of the fireplaces in the fortress. The last one I know about is on the western side and connected to an offshoot of the river.”

After the duchess described each entrance a little more, I nodded.

“We’ll take the western one,” I said. “I don’t want to use the main entrance, so it’ll be good to have the river nearby since Calli is even more badass in the water than she is out of it, and she’ll be able to help us in her siren form if we get in a pinch.”

“That sounds good,” Safia agreed. “What about the guards? I’m sure there are guards at every entrance, but I don’t know how many.”

“Relax,” I said with a grin. “I know how to handle guards.”

“With an axe through their skulls,” Calli said with a nod.

“Only if we have to,” I snickered. “I thought I might try to persuade them first to avoid leaving a trail of blood behind us.”

“If you must,” my siren wife sighed.

“Well if anyone can persuade them, it will be you,” Safia said with a small smile. “You used to be one of them, right? And that has to count for something.”

“I used to be a soldier,” I confirmed. “I don’t know if that’ll help me with these guys, but I don’t imagine it will hurt.”

“I refuse to believe you were a simple soldier,” Safia said. “You are too commanding, and you know too much. You must have been a commander.”

“Nope,” I chuckled.

“A captain, then,” Safia argued.

“Wrong again,” I said.

“Then you must have worked for one of the nobles in the east,” the duchess said. “Only they would be idiotic enough not to promote you immediately when they saw how capable you were.”

When she heard the duchess’ compliment, Calli shot me a sidelong glance that would have rivaled even Nika’s best stage-wink.

“Ken Jewell did serve in many wars,” Calli sighed. “He might not have been a commander, but he did lead many other soldiers into battle.”

“I knew it!” Safia said triumphantly. “So if you were not a captain, you must have at least been a knight. Now will you tell me where you served?”

“What do you think, Calli?” I chuckled. “You think she’s ready to hear it?”

The blonde siren glanced past me at the duchess riding on my other side, and then she gave me a dazzling smile and nodded.

“What’s the big secret?” Safia frowned.

“I’m not from here,” I admitted. “I’m from another world, but I fell through what I guess you’d call a witch’s portal and ended up right in the middle of Mer Bay. That’s how I met Torrance. He pulled me out of the water, and then he took me to a local witch who announced my power and sent the town on a crazy hunt to try and kill me. I fled into the underdark, met Nika, and the rest is history.”

Safia burst into laughter.

It was the same laughter I’d first heard when I surprised her inside the keep and told her flat-out that I was Crazy Ken. It sounded like the cold ground waking up after a long winter, or maybe like a frozen lake cracking open with a joyous burst of warmth.

“Did I miss the joke?” Calli whispered.

“It’s insane,” Safia said, but her voice was still choked with laughter. “It’s the most ludicrous thing I’ve heard, but I also completely believe it. Of course you’re a knight from another world. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“I don’t know if I would call myself a knight,” I snickered. “I was a sapper, so I mostly just built shit or blew shit up.”

“But you led other soldiers into battle, yes?” Safia asked.

“Yeah, I was in charge of a group of guys,” I replied. “Made sure they went where they were supposed to, didn’t go where they weren’t supposed to, looked out for them whenever we got into a fight, that kind of thing.”

“Then you were a knight,” Safia said with an approving nod. “I knew there was something different about you, Sir Ken.”

“Ooh, Sir Ken,” Calli echoed. “That sounds lovely.”

“Let’s drop the ‘sir,’” I protested. “Just Ken is really fine, I promise.”

“As you wish,” Safia said with a little smile.

We rode in silence for a while after that, and we took breaks between walking the horses and running them a little faster to make quicker progress. Every time we slowed back down to a walk, I felt Safia studying me, but whenever I looked over at her, she quickly glanced away and pretended to only be watching the road.

She obviously had more questions that she was keeping to herself for the moment, but then again, she seemed to keep most things to herself. Still, if she stayed with us long enough, I was sure Safia would get more comfortable. I hoped that maybe one day, she’d feel comfortable enough to tell me a little more about herself.

I recalled the way she had so desperately cried out for the moon. I didn’t know what she’d meant when she said it was the only way she knew how to get home, but she had sounded so heartbroken when I wouldn’t let her run after Calli’s song that I would have done anything to keep her from sounding so sad again.

But then Safia was looking at me curiously again, and I tried to push it out of my head, just in case she actually did have a magic power like mindreading.

When the position of the red moon overhead told me it had to be close to midnight, we came to the top of a steep hill and pulled our horses to a stop. A series of gray towers rose up along the northern horizon, all glittering with torchlight in the darkness and looking like a city for prisoners instead of soldiers.

“Grimford,” Safia announced softly.

“We’re making good time,” I said. “I’ll let you take the lead now, Safia. You know where the secret entrance is.”

The duchess nodded but didn’t say anything as she turned her horse and started to lead us northwest instead of due north. We kept to the trees as much as possible, but we were still far enough away from Grimford that anyone who might have spotted us from the walls wouldn’t have been able to tell whether we were people, animals, or monsters from the underdark.

The closer we drew, the more indirect we rode so we could keep to the tree cover. We were only about half a mile from Grimford when we reached a river that flowed toward the city, and I glanced down the banks to see that the place looked even more intimidating from up close. From here, it looked like the streets of the city inside the walls were built on at least half a dozen different levels, and each one was sloped or zigzagged across the others like they had been built upon each other without any kind of organized plan.

“How many royal soldiers are stationed here, anyway?” I asked as I tried to make my own best estimate based on the size of the gray city.

“I don’t know the exact number,” Safia answered. “More than the duke’s personal army. If Bellfrey ever decided to rebel, the king needed enough troops to stop him before he could ever really get started. Five thousand, maybe?”

“Shit,” I swore.

“We can take them,” Calli said confidently. “I am not two hundred percent sure, but I am definitely one hundred percent sure.”

“That’s… comforting?” I smirked. “But how about we just stick to the plan? If we can avoid taking on five thousand royal troops, that’d be for the best.”

“We should leave the horses here and go the rest of the way on foot,” Safia said. “The river flows all around Grimford before it continues on the other side, but we’ll follow a small offshoot of the river where it flows under the wall.”

“Too bad for Bellfrey that he didn’t take a page from Grimford’s playbook for his own castle,” I said. “If he’d built himself a moat, the orcs might have had a slightly more difficult time breaking in.”

“No one has ever accused Bellfrey of being a brilliant tactician,” Safia said with a low laugh. “But King Leon is a different matter. That’s why I thought you served with him at first. I imagine he would appreciate a man with your skills, or at least, he would if he didn’t get tripped up by the whole monster lover part.”

“Where does the offshoot flow into the city?” I asked.

“It’s a backup water supply,” Safia replied. “My maid said there is a grate in the wall that we can move aside, and then we’ll pass under the wall to the actual entrance into the city on the other side.”

“Then let’s get moving,” I said.

I adjusted my jacket to make sure my hatchet, buck knife, and M17 were all hidden beneath it. Then I took the trident off of Calli’s horse and helped her tie it across her back beneath her cloak. The prongs pointed toward the ground, but even though it was a little awkward, it was basically hidden by her long cloak. We tied the draft horses to some trees by the water where they’d be able to drink, and after we gave them some hay and apples that we’d brought, I patted them each on the shoulders.

“Be good, will you?” I whispered. “I know you can take care of yourselves when it comes to underdark monsters, but still, look out for yourselves.”

The horses just bobbed their heads down to eat the apples, but I felt like they understood me, anyway.

We moved as quickly and silently as shadows along the riverbank toward Grimford. There were enough other shadows out here for us to blend in with, and the trees gave us plenty of cover, too. Not that anyone up on the walls would have been able to see much based on how dark it was, but I still exhaled in relief when we reached the shelter of a final line of trees that led all the way up to the gray walls.

There was a small grate about waist-high where the river flowed underneath the walls. I walked through the shallows to reach the grate, grabbed the metal, and found that it came off so easily. I set it aside so Safia could crawl into the tunnel, but I let Calli climb onto my back while I crawled through. Once I was inside the tunnel too, I set Calli down on one of the dry banks of the tunnel and then propped the grate back up into place.

The tunnel under the walls was tall enough to stand in, even if the middle of the floor was still a little wet. Less than six feet stood between us and a portcullis on the interior wall though, and that meant the man standing on the other side of the portcullis had definitely already heard us come through.

As soon as Safia and Calli raised their hoods over their faces, I put my finger to my lips and led both women forward. Then we reached the metal gate, and the guard was already peering through the gaps to try to see what goods I was bringing. I could have plucked both his eyes out of his skull for the sinister expression he gave when he saw two women with me.

“Got a special delivery,” I said so the man didn’t get the chance to speak first. “But I’m a little late, so how about you do me a solid and hurry up about it?”

I shook my coin purse, and the guard gave a greedy chuckle.

“Special delivery, eh?” The man leered into the darkness to try and see Calli and Safia, but they kept their heads down. “Five silver, and I won’t ask any questions.”

I reached into the bag and dropped five silver into the man’s hand through the bars.

“Five each,” the man sneered.

It was fucking highway robbery, but it still beat having this asshole raise the alarm or ask more questions than we were prepared to answer. I dropped five more silver into his hand and then stepped back as the guard pulled a lever to raise the portcullis.

The moment it was open, I slipped my arms around both women’s waists and hustled them through before the guard could say anything else. I didn’t even ask Safia where we were going. I just pulled them forward into the alley until we rounded the first corner, and I heard the portcullis settle back into place behind us.

“Alright,” I breathed a sigh of relief once we were out of sight. “Now it’s all you, Safia.”

The duchess glanced up at the gray streets and bridges intersecting all around us. She looked at the torches dotting the road we were on now, then at the set of stairs right behind us. Then she drew herself up tall, nodded like she’d finally gotten her bearings, and started to lead us through the streets of Grimford like a goddamn professional tour guide.

If I hadn’t already been glad that she came with us, I sure as hell was now.

The layout of Grimford made the city seem even more like a prison than it looked like from the outside. Every time we came to another intersection, there were at least three crossing streets, and none of them were in any discernible order. We had to climb up and down several sets of ladders and stairs to walk along different stories of the multi-leveled city. We walked across multiple roofs, crossed under several stone bridges, and darted past so many soldiers coming home late from the pubs that it was a miracle no one paid us any attention.

The soldiers out this late were all drunk though, and even the guards on duty looked the other way when they saw a man walking down the street with two women on his arms. A brothel would make a killing in a place like Grimford, but based on what I gathered from the man at the secret entrance, I guessed prostitutes were just as illegal here as tobacco or decent alcohol.

Eventually, a building rose up in front of us that clearly had to be the main fortress. It had more towers than all the other buildings combined, and it looked like the palace of an evil queen from a kids’ movie. Safia just kept moving toward the side of the fortress, past some stables, and then straight toward a plain door in the fortress wall.

Flanked by two guards.

“What’s the plan?” Safia whispered. “Should we--”

“Keep your hoods up,” I interrupted. “And lie your ass off. You know better than us what to say that will get them to let us inside, Safia.”

“What if it doesn’t work?” The duchess swallowed loudly, and for the first time tonight, she actually seemed really nervous.

“Then I’ll kill them,” I chuckled. “But I don’t think it will come to that. You’ve got this.”

Safia only hesitated a second longer. Then she walked right up to the door like she was about to throw back her hood and declare herself to be the duchess, and for as long as it took my heart to do a stutter-step, I thought she actually might. But she didn’t look at the guards and instead just reached for the door handle without a word.

“Hold on,” the female guard said. “You new or something? You know the rule about covering your faces.”

“Do we look like servants?” the duchess hissed. “We’re here to see the duke, and a little discretion would be appreciated.”

“But I wasn’t informed the duke would be having any guests tonight,” the woman answered. “I don’t mean to be rude, but--”

“Darling, if you don’t mean to be rude, then simply don’t be,” Safia said with such command in her voice that I was shocked both guards didn’t instantly fall to their knees. “You were not told the duke was having guests because neither duke nor his guests wish it to be advertised. Which explains us using the servants’ entrance, doesn’t it?”

The male guard leaned over and whispered something to the woman, and her eyes went wide.

“Then you’re--”

“A guest of the duke’s,” Safia finished for her. “Now are you going to let me in, or shall I inform His Grace that you kept us waiting out here like commoners for anyone to see?”

“What about him?” The male guard nodded to me.

“He is our escort, obviously,” the duchess said, and the man’s expression crumpled as if Safia had just managed to shrivel up his insides with her voice alone.

“Please forgive us, my lady,” the female guard said, and then she opened the door for us. “You were never here.”

“Glad you’re capable of learning, darling,” Safia said, and then with her head still cloaked by her hood, she strode into the fortress with Calli and me right on her heels.

We followed her down a long, torchlit hallway for half a minute before I grabbed her arm. No one else was in the corridor, so when I spun her around to face me, she let her hood fall back slightly to reveal a sly smile.

“That was perfect,” I said with a grin. “You were brilliant.”

“I almost lost my nerve,” Safia admitted. “But I know the duke often entertains women of other noble houses. He couldn’t get what he wanted from me, and his tastes are too refined to stoop to the servants. But there have always been plenty of women from noble families who have happily snuck away from their husbands or families, all in the hopes that eventually, Bellfrey will come to his senses and marry one of them instead of me.”

Before I could reply and ask which body part she’d like me to cut off the duke first, I heard footsteps headed toward us from the other end of the hallway. I signaled for Safia to put her hood back on, and then we kept our heads down as she led us forward again.

We passed a servant hurrying toward the door we had just come through, but he didn’t spare us a second glance. Neither did any of the other servants once we entered the main part of their work area. There were only a few of them up and working since it was the middle of the night, but I imagined most of the servants woke up really early. If we didn’t make this fast, we might run into all of them on our way out of the fortress.

Safia led us past the kitchens, up a narrow staircase, and then up three more flights of stairs. There were doors on each level that would allow the servants to enter every story of the fortress, but she seemed to know exactly where she was going. When we reached the top of the last stairwell, she rested her hand on the doorknob and paused just long enough to take a deep breath.

“I am sorry the duke has never realized your worth, Safia.” Calli stepped forward and laid her hand on top of the other woman’s where it rested on the door handle. “He is a fool, and soon he will be a dead fool.”

“Thank you, Calliope,” Safia said softly. “I have never been grateful for what a fool he is before tonight, but since it allowed us to slip past the guards without any problems, I am glad for it.”

“To be fair, I think you probably could have told those guards anything, and they would have let us inside,” I pointed out. “In case you haven’t noticed, you’re a hard woman to say no to.”

“Do you think so?” Safia’s face was still hidden by her dark hood, but I swore I could tell that she arched her eyebrow when she asked the question.

“Uh, fuck yes,” I chuckled.

“It is perfectly understandable if you’re disappointed that Ken Jewell did not have to kill them,” Calli said as she squeezed the other woman’s hand. “But you were very persuasive, so it cannot be helped. He can always take care of them on our way out, though. He could use his bare hands or his knife or his axe, and he could break their skulls or slit their throats or–”

“I’m sure that won’t be necessary,” Safia interrupted, but it sounded like she was smiling. “I’d prefer us to save all of that energy for Bellfrey.”

“Then lead the way,” I said.

Safia pushed open the door into a dark stone room with a rich rug spread across the middle and chairs positioned along the edges. There were a few candles lit on a small table in the corner. Safia grabbed one and led us to the opposite side of the room, where there was a spiral stairwell through another door. When we reached the top of these stairs, the duchess finally threw back her hood and nodded to both of us.

Then nice and slow, she pushed open the door into the duke’s room.

It was a circular chamber with no light except for the candle that the duchess held high so we could see inside. A window on my right showed me that we must be inside the tallest tower in Grimford, as if the duke was a sleeping princess instead of a useless piece of shit. The river stretched out toward the horizon, but it looked so small from up here that it might as well have been a silvery worm. The only furniture in the room was a desk, a few chairs, a couch, and a bed with Duke Bellfrey himself sprawled across it and snoring softly.

He looked like the most average asshole who had ever lived. He had to be a solid twenty years older than Safia. He had thrown the sheets off himself while he slept so I could see his flower embroidered nightgown had ruffled lace up around his throat and silk that went all the way down to his ankles. His hair was gray and thinning, and a little bit of a beer gut popped up over his hips every time he breathed in another raspy snore.

This was the man in charge of one of the biggest regions in the kingdom?

This was the man who had sneered at the idea of showing mercy to Tamzin when she was imprisoned by the villagers?

This was the man who thought he had the right to lock Safia up whenever he wanted?

I silently pulled my buck knife from its sheath. He seemed to be sleeping soundly enough that I would be able to slit his throat before he even woke up. It was a shame that he wouldn’t see his death coming since a fast death was better than he deserved, but at least then it would be over and done with, and we could get out of here before anyone knew we were here.

I moved toward the bed and raised my knife so I would be able to plunge it into his neck and keep the first screams from ever escaping his throat. Safia’s candle cast long shadows around the room as I glided noiselessly toward him, but then just before I reached the bed, the duchess grabbed my arm.

“Wait,” Safia said softly.

My heart slammed into my ribs. We had come too far for the duchess to get cold feet now, and if I needed to send her out of the room with Calli, then I would so I could finish the job myself. But just when I was about to tell her to hand over the candle and go outside, a look of cold rage settled over the duchess’ face.

“I want to make him suffer first,” she whispered.
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Chapter 15

“Thank god,” I exhaled. “I thought you were about to change your mind.”

Safia glanced at me with a look of grim determination. “Once I make my mind up, I do not change it.”

“That’s good to know,” I said after I checked to make sure the duke was still snoring soundly. “But I’m not really sure if we have time to make him suffer first.”

“Of course there is time for that,” Calli whispered. “There is always time to make our enemies scream with anguish before we kill them.”

“Yeah, but screaming would kind of give away our position,” I hissed. “And I’d really rather not alert five thousand soldiers to the fact that we broke into their stronghold.”

“Ken Jewell,” Calli sighed. “If Safia wants to feast on the terror of the duke before he dies, then we should not deny her.”

“But--” I tried to argue again, but my siren wife cut me off by leaning over and whispering so quietly that only I could hear her.

“This is a very good impulse to encourage in her,” Calli said quietly. “It is the impulse of a monster and not a human, and we should always encourage anything that would make her a more fitting wife for you.”

“Calli, I--” But this time, I stopped mid-sentence when the duke started to stir in his ruffled nightgown.

My siren wife moved first. The bedframe had thick curtains hanging down around it, and Calli immediately pulled two of the fabric cords binding them loose. After Safia set the candle down on one of the nightstands, Calli tossed her one of the cords and threw the other one to me. Then she grabbed a pillow that had fallen off the bed, nodded to both of us as if we’d actually gone over a plan, and pounced on the duke.

Calli jumped up by his head and pushed the pillow down onto his face so hard that I thought she might actually snap his neck before we even got started. He started screaming and thrashing around, but his screams were pretty muffled by the pillow.

Safia and I instantly moved forward to bind his wrists together, followed by his ankles.

Even after he was bound hand and foot, he kept trying to shout for help, but Calli kept the pillow firmly in place over his mouth but shook her head in disappointment every time he tried to shake her off.

“Let me calm him down,” the blonde siren said.

She only hummed a few notes of a song, but when she grew quiet again, the duke had completely stopped struggling.

“Shit, is he dead?” I asked.

“No, just calmer,” Calliope chuckled as she slipped back off the bed and took the pillow with her. “Terrified, but now mostly just terrified of what will happen if he screams.”

Duke Bellfrey looked equally scared shitless and fucking furious, and I couldn’t tell if his red face was from almost being smothered to death or from his rage at being tied up in his own bed. I grabbed him by the lace scruff around his throat, dragged him over to a chair, and pushed him into it. I thought sitting up might help him face his death like a man, but the moment he saw Safia behind me, I realized that was never going to happen.

“You,” Duke Bellfrey spat as his face turned purple with rage. “You fucking--”

“Nope, I’m gonna stop you right there,” I interrupted. “See, that’s Safia Monterano da Silva, a duchess and a fine-ass woman who definitely doesn’t deserve whatever piss-poor insult you’re thinking about giving her.”

“And who the hell are you to tell me what I can or can’t say to my wife inside my own castle?” the duke snarled. “Do you know what she did? She killed my fucking guards! She--”

“Do you think he understands what’s happening?” I turned toward Calli and Safia.

“Doubtful,” Safia said dryly. “He was always crueler than he was smart.”

“Plus, he doesn’t seem to know that he is technically inside the king’s castle, not his own,” Calli whispered and then turned to frown at the man. “You know you’re not dreaming, right? It would be a shame if you thought this was only a nightmare.”

“Go ahead,” Safia told the duke. “Try to wake up, if you can.”

Safia was goddamn terrifying, and I was fucking living for it.

“I will summon my guards!” Duke Bellfrey said.

“But not the guards I killed, apparently,” Safia said, but she didn’t seem upset by the news that she had killed her jailers when she escaped from the duke’s keep.

“They will be here in less than a minute!” the duke insisted.

“Oh, but you can lose so much blood in a minute,” Calli said as she licked her lips. “And I think you will find that you cannot cry out for help even if you wanted to.”

The duke opened his mouth again, but as soon as Calli hummed a few more notes, Bellfrey couldn’t seem to get his voice above a conversational tone.

“Who the hell are you?” he panted.

“Crazy Ken, at your service,” I said with a smirk.

Duke Bellfrey’s eyes went wide, and he actually got out half a second of a scream before Calli managed to sing a few more notes and get his voice to grow quiet again. She quickly moved to lock the door once he couldn’t raise his voice loud enough to call for help, and then she rejoined me and Safia.

“I think he knows who you are,” the siren said sweetly. “It must have taken a lot of fear for him to break through the hold my song has over him.”

“Of course I know who he is,” the duke growled. “But what I’d like to know is what the fuck this bastard is doing with my wife.”

“Safia tells me you’ve been less than kind to her,” I said, “and I have to tell you that of all the things I can’t stand in the world, someone who’s shitty to women is right there at the top of my list. Even higher on the list than dukes who try to keep whole quarries of granite to themselves instead of sharing the wealth with the people who end up robbing him anyway.”

The duke began thrashing around in his chair, and I could see that the curtain cords weren’t going to hold him very long. He might not be able to yell for help thanks to Calli’s song, but if he crashed his chair over or even just made a lot of noise with it, someone would come running.

“You still have something you want to say to him, Safia?” I asked. “Because our time is ticking.”

“Yes,” the duchess whispered. “But now that it’s time, I don’t know where to begin.”

“Let me help,” Calli said as she slipped her arm around the duchess’ waist. “I have a few options, so you just tell me which one sounds best to you, okay? I have a song to paralyze him until you finish speaking your mind, or I can use a song to paralyze him while also making him feel absolutely worthless.”

“You would do that for me?” Safia asked.

“Do you doubt it?” Calli brushed a stray piece of Safia’s dark hair out of her face. “Oh! I also have a beautiful song that will paralyze him at the same time it blinds him to everything except for what is directly in front of him. Then all he will be able to see before he dies is your beautiful face, made even more beautiful by your triumph.”

“Who the fuck are you people?” Duke Bellfrey actually stopped squirming long enough to stare in horror at my siren wife’s threat.

“Oh, Calliope,” Safia whispered, and her dark eyes were shining as she gazed at the stunning blonde. “Yes. That one is perfect.”

“No!” The duke’s voice cracked as he tried to screech loud enough for someone to hear him. “No, you cannot do this! I demand that you untie me and fight me like a man!”

Calli burst into laughter like bells ringing on a crisp, clear morning.

“Like a man?” she echoed. “Oh, Ken Jewell, I think the duke mistakenly thinks that he is a man.”

“Of course I’m a fucking man,” Duke Bellfrey said as his voice steadily grew more shrill.

“Nah, I’m afraid not.” I shook my head, and Calli started singing. “See, a man doesn’t abandon his castle or his people when they need him. A man doesn’t make a nice old lady like Elvira trudge miles with a heavy load on her back every single week. A man doesn’t condemn a dryad to die in a super fucked up way because he’s scared of his own shadow and doesn’t want anyone to know it. A man doesn’t take a talented, beautiful, brilliant woman like Safia and lock her up just because he’s too stupid to recognize her worth.”

Safia had been staring daggers at the duke, but now she turned her gaze toward me with a surprisingly soft look in her eyes. Calliope was still singing, and with each passing note, the duke struggled less and less. Still, for a man who was slowly getting paralyzed, he didn’t look nearly apologetic enough for his existence.

I wasn’t done, though.

“But you know who does do all those things?” I continued. “A coward. A weak, spineless asshole of a coward, who will die a weak, spineless coward’s death.”

Calli’s last note lingered in the air, but the duke couldn’t move at all now. He could still speak, but his voice sounded more like a gurgle when it emerged from his throat.

“Still don’t know where to begin, do you?” Duke Bellfrey snarled to Safia. “Why don’t I start you off, and we’ll see if I hit the mark. We can start with why I’m not surprised that you’ve taken up with someone like the Monster Lover, not when you’re a--”

“No one asked you,” Safia cut him off, and even though she didn’t do anything to make him stop speaking, he seemed stunned into silence by her words. “I have listened to you for years, but now you will listen to me.”

“Safia--” the duke whimpered.

“You have no heirs,” Safia said coldly. “You leave no legacy, except for the ruin of your father’s keep and the loss of nearly three thousand men. Do you think their families will mourn your passing? Do you think King Leon will shed a tear over the duke who was stupid enough to lose one of the kingdom’s most valuable quarries? Do you think your wife will think about you for even a second beyond your death?”

“At least I have not betrayed my own kind,” the duke sneered, but then he glanced around and started to lose his smug expression.

“Isn’t it terrifying not to be able to see anything but the woman who wants you dead more than anything in this world?” Calli purred. “On a scale of one to ten, how scared would you say you are?”

“Zero!” the duke growled, but his voice cracked on the word like he was going through puberty. “Show your faces!”

“Nah,” I chuckled. “I think Safia should be the very last person you see.”

“Feel free to keep trying to look around, though.” Safia smirked. “I find it quite amusing to see you panic every time you realize how truly blinded and at my mercy you are.”

“Happy to help,” Calli said sweetly.

“You will pay,” the duke hissed, even as he broke out in a cold sweat. “You will all pay!”

“So you have chosen to be a fool to the end.” Safia’s lip curled. “Thank you for making this so easy for me.”

The duke’s face turned purple with rage, but then he suddenly looked just past Safia at a bell on the wall. It must have been just barely inside his narrowed field of tunnel vision. His bloodshot eyes narrowed as he stared at the bell intensely, and Safia glanced back to follow his gaze.

“No!” the duchess hissed.

Safia’s dagger was in her hand so fast that I barely saw it move. She plunged the blade in between the duke’s ribs, and his silken nightgown immediately stained with blood. His body didn’t even jolt from the pain as he stayed paralyzed in the chair, but he managed to look down at his ribs in utter horror, and then looked back up at Safia.

“You fucking bit--”

I jumped forward and plunged my buck knife into the side of his throat. It tore through his thick muscles, straight into the cartilage of his windpipe. When his neck started to give off a little whistling sound, he finally seemed to realize he was going to die, but we didn’t let him think about it for long.

Calli glided forward and skewered his neck with her trident from behind. The prongs pushed straight through him and burst out the front of his throat, but then Calli instantly brought one leg up to push against his back so she could pull her trident back out. Three rivers of blood from the trident blades began to gush down the front of his nightgown.

“For Tamzin,” the stunning siren said, and then she gave Safia a dazzling smile. “And for Safia.”

“For Calliope,” Safia said shakily as she pulled her dagger back out and then plunged it into his heart. “And for Ken.”

I would have happily hacked this man’s whole body into fucking microscopic pieces just for the chance to hear Safia say my name again, but he was already bleeding so heavily that I figured stabbing him any more would be overkill.

Safia left her dagger in the duke’s heart. His head drooped down like he was trying to figure out how the blade had gotten there in the first place, but then he just collapsed on himself in a crumpled, lacy, bloody heap.

I bent down and pushed him upright so I could check his pulse. The man seemed deader than dead, but just because I didn’t like the guy, I took out my hatchet.

“You may want to look away for this next part,” I said through gritted teeth.

“I’ve come this far,” Safia said. “Don’t worry, I won’t faint now.”

“I am impressed that you killed him,” Calli said. “I wasn’t sure you had it in you.”

“I wasn’t sure I did, either,” the duchess replied. “But when I saw him looking at the bell, I had to. His power is… was… telekinesis, but only of objects smaller than an inch. He never practiced enough to really be good at it since he preferred playing with his money instead, but I was worried he’d be able to ring the bell and have the guards actually come running.”

“Then he’s even stupider than I thought,” I muttered. “He could have done a lot with that power if he’d actually practiced.”

“Lucky for us, he was very stupid,” Calli agreed.

Now that I knew the duke wasn’t faking his death thanks to some secret magic power, I didn’t have to cut his head off to make sure he stayed dead.

But the thing was, now I just wanted to.

I adjusted my grip on the hatchet and took the first swing at his neck. It immediately sank in past his windpipe since my buck knife and Calli’s trident had already damaged his throat. Then I immediately took another swing to keep chopping through his muscles. Blood sprayed out across the room, but Safia took a step back so it didn’t get on her dress, and Calli was too busy wiping her bloody trident off on the bed.

“Give her back her dagger?” Calli asked me.

I paused hacking off the man’s head just long enough to hand Safia back her dagger from where she’d buried it in the duke’s heart. Then I went back to work while Safia joined Calli at the bed to clean off her blade, too.

“You were amazing, Safia,” Calli said. “The way you stabbed him before he could ring the bell, and then the way you stabbed him again straight through the heart! You were so fierce, and you looked so beautiful doing it. You would make a very good monster.”

“I don’t know if I would have had the courage to do it without you,” the duchess admitted. “Without both of you, I mean.”

The duke’s spine finally snapped, and then it only took one more stroke for me to sever his head completely. I grabbed it and tossed it toward the bed, and even though Safia’s face turned a little pale at the sight of her former husband’s head, she didn’t take her eyes off of it until it landed in the middle of the sheets.

“There,” I sighed. “He should be good and dead now.”

“Good riddance.” Safia shivered. “It’s strange. I imagined him dead for years, but I never actually thought…”

“That you would be the one to do it?” Calli guessed when the duchess trailed off.

“No, I certainly didn’t imagine that.” Safia glanced at the duke’s bloody head where it was staining the sheets. “But what I meant to say was that I never imagined what I would do if he actually was dead. It seemed so impossible that I just… I just never got that far.”

“You can do anything you want now.” I strolled over and wiped my axe blade off on the sheets. “Go wherever you want, do whatever you want. You’re free, remember?”

“Free,” Safia repeated, but then the faraway expression in her eyes turned to one of fire and steel. “Then that means I’m free to do this.”

She crossed the room back toward his body and tugged a signet ring off one of his chubby fingers. She held the gold ring in her palm for a moment, and then she returned to my side and offered it to me.

“I don’t know if you can do anything with this,” the duchess said. “But it is the official seal of the Bellfrey dukedom. You should have it.”

“You never know, maybe it’ll come in handy one day,” I said. “Even though by rights, that ring belongs to you now.”

Safia shook her head. “I don’t want it. The name of Bellfrey brought me nothing but pain since I was forced into this marriage. Even at the end, he wasn’t sorry about anything. I thought maybe he would feel bad. I thought maybe, for just a moment, he would recognize all the horrible things he’s done.”

“Men like that usually don’t,” I said gently as I rested my hand on her lower back. “You know, I’m not usually too big on killing people who are already tied up and can’t fight back, but in his case, I was happy to make an exception.”

“Why?” Safia’s dark brown eyes turned up toward me.

“Because that’s what anyone who causes you pain deserves,” I said, and I had to fight to keep from sliding my hand around to cup her waist, when we were literally standing beside the severed head of her former husband.

Calli tilted her head to the side. “I think I hear someone coming.”

“Then let’s get the hell out of here,” I said.

With our weapons and the duke’s ring in hand we fled toward the door and into the servants’ stairwell. We hadn’t even fully shut the door behind us before another door opened into the lobby of the duke’s tower, and when the unmistakable sound of plate armor echoed out, I motioned for us to haul ass down the stairs.

I didn’t know if this was a regular nightly patrol just doing their rounds or if someone had heard the quiet sounds of our scuffle, but I wasn’t going to stick around and find out. Especially not when I heard someone call out to demand if anyone was in the servants’ stairwell.

We flew down as fast as we could without falling head over heels, but there were a few times where I took four steps at a time going down, and I knew that had to be because of the song I kept hearing Calli sing snatches of. If the soldiers were following us, there was no way they could follow us as quickly as we were running.

Even when we made it all the way to the bottom floor, we kept running. A few servants glanced at us when we passed them, but they all went right back to work after they decided it was none of their business who we were or what we were up to. It was a good thing too, because I noticed that Safia’s hood flew back from her face more than once as we hurried back toward the servants’ entrance to the fortress.

“When we get to the door,” I panted as we started down the final hallway. “Just run. Don’t try to explain.”

If the guards on the top floor had checked on the duke and discovered his body, this whole city would be locked down in a matter of minutes. The best way out would be for us to just make tracks back toward the secret entrance we’d used, run back to our horses, and gallop south as fast as we could.

Calli took the lead right before we reached the door. She shoved it open so hard that we all heard it slam into the male guard’s nose, but we just ran before the female guard could catch us.

“Hey!” she shouted, but then she must have stopped to check on her partner.

We didn’t look back.

The streets seemed even more of a maze on our way out of the city than they had seemed earlier, but Safia didn’t even pause to catch her breath. Every time we reached a set of stairs, she hiked up her skirts and ran down them, and whenever we came to another intersection, she just charged ahead.

Some of the soldiers on patrol in Grimford looked at us funny a few times as we fled past them. A few of them called out for us to stop, but every time they started to run after us, Safia immediately took a new turn that went through so many tunnels and alleys that the guards couldn’t follow us.

I thought we were far enough away from the fortress that we might have lost all our pursuers completely, but when the portcullis guarding our escape route came into sight up ahead, I heard shouts from the direction of the fortress. I glanced over my shoulder and saw torches moving swiftly down a gray road above us. They were headed toward a set of stairs that led down to the street where we were, so I knew we didn’t have long.

“Shit!” I groaned. “We gotta move faster!”

There was no way to pretend like everything was normal as we ran up to the man guarding the portcullis. He looked alarmed when he saw us running toward him at first, but the moment we reached him, he stepped firmly in front of the lever we needed to raise the gate.

“If you need to get somewhere that fast, you’ll have to pay the toll,” the man sneered with a glance behind us at the torches moving steadily in this direction. “And since I’m guessing this is a case of ‘the sooner, the better,’ you’ll have to pay double what you paid before.”

“Get out of our way,” Safia growled.

“Or what?” the man demanded. “I can call those soldiers over here in a second, but if you hurry up and pay me, you might actually escape before they see you.”

Calli’s hand slowly inched toward one of the daggers strapped to her thigh, and I looked over my shoulder to make sure the soldiers still hadn’t spotted us. They were almost at the stairs now, but there were also half a dozen other groups of torches moving along different levels of the gray city. Someone must have found the duke’s body and raised the alarm, and now all of Grimford was about to be up in arms to find his killers.

And that meant we definitely didn’t have time for this man’s bullshit.

Especially when I heard his next words.

“Wait, I know you!” the man whispered. “You’re the… you’re the fucking duchess!”

I twisted back around from watching the guards and realized that Safia’s hood had fallen back from her face. The man looked terrified but then positively gleeful, like he had just been given the biggest handout anyone had ever seen. He raised his fist in front of his face, extended his index finger, and made a little flame appear from the tip of his finger.

“I changed my mind,” the man said. “If I turn you in, the duke will pay me way more than you ever could. And if you try to attack me, you’ll get a face full of fire instead.”

It was a little hard to take this man seriously when the flame was no bigger than my thumbnail. I wrapped my fingers around my buck knife while the man waved his tiny flame back and forth. I was looking for the best opening that would enable me to stab him before he could make a sound, but before I could move against him, Safia stepped forward until she was only inches away from the man’s face.

Without a word, Safia gave him a wicked smile and then blew out the flame on his finger like she was blowing out a birthday candle.

“Your mistake,” the duchess said.

The man suddenly gasped as Safia thrust her dagger into his stomach. She twisted the knife in his gut, but when he inhaled again like he was going to use his last breath to bellow for help, Calli and I moved in unison. Our blades both sank into either side of his windpipe to cut off his cries before they could leave his throat.

I caught the man in my arms before he could collapse and spill his blood all over the gray cobblestones.

“Quick, the lever!” I hissed.

Safia’s hand was trembling as she clutched the bloody dagger, but she grabbed the lever and pulled it anyway. Then the portcullis groaned open, and I thought for sure all the soldiers would pour toward us through the twisting streets, but Calli was already singing a soft song to throw them off.

I pulled the man’s body into the tunnel beneath Grimford’s walls. Safia followed right behind me, and as soon as Calli joined us too, I reached back through and pulled the lever again. The portcullis immediately started to descend, but I snatched my hand back into the tunnel before it dropped. Then I threw the man’s corpse over my shoulder and hurried to the low grate on the other end of the wall.

“I’ll take him,” Calli offered in between humming more of her song.

“You sure?” I asked.

“I only need a moment,” the siren replied.

“We’ll meet you at the horses,” I said.

I dropped the corpse into the water right in front of the grate, moved the bars to the side, and then stepped aside. While Calli was still humming her song of confusion to keep the soldiers off our trail, she shrugged off her dress and cloak and handed them to Safia with a smile.

“Hold onto these for me, would you?” the siren asked.

Safia blushed at the sight of the naked siren, but she nodded and took her clothing without a word. Then Calli slipped through the grate into the deeper water. Her body instantly transformed into her siren form, and when her tail flashed in the dim light, she grabbed the man’s corpse and disappeared with him into the deeper waters of the river.

I helped the duchess through the grate, crawled through, and moved it back into place. Then we hurried through the shallows of the river and emerged onto a mossy area of the bank that would hide our footprints. We moved silently back along the edge of the river until we returned to the draft horses. There was still no sign of Calliope, but I helped Safia onto the back of one of the horses so we’d be ready to ride the moment she showed up.

“I’d say that went pretty well, wouldn’t you?” I asked to break the tension of the silence between us.

“We did kill him,” Safia said softly. “So I guess… I guess it’s over.”

“It is,” I said. “Even though for somebody who was locked up by the duke all the time, you sure knew your way around Grimford well. Lucky for us, right?”

“It was easier for me to get out in Grimford,” Safia replied. “He was always too busy with other nobles to bother very much with me. And with so many of them around in the city, he seemed to like having me be more visible. Sort of like a fine horse you’d like to showcase. I was always able to wander more around there than at his castle, where there was no one he considered worth impressing with my looks.”

“It came in handy tonight,” I said. “You were outstanding.”

“So were you,” Safia said, but then she immediately blushed.

Calli’s blonde hair broke the surface of the water before we could say anything else. She licked her lips like she’d just had the most delicious snack, and since there was no sign of the dead man, I figured she had. After she swam to the riverbank and pulled herself out, I fished around in my draft horse’s pack until I found one of the thick linens we used for towels. Then as soon as I helped her dry off, Calliope took her clothes back from Safia.

“Thank you for holding onto these for me,” my siren wife said with a smile. “You’re very kind.”

“I don’t know if anyone has ever called me kind before,” Safia said with a low laugh. “But after you paralyzed the duke for me, I can’t think of what I wouldn’t do for you.”

I gave Calli a boost onto the back of her draft horse, then mounted my own. The siren glanced back at the gray city behind us, hummed a few more seconds of her song of confusion, and then held one low note for almost a full minute.

“Do you think anyone will follow us?” Calli asked once she finished her song. “I’ve confused them as much as I can for now, but they’d have to be closer for me to sing that song for them anymore.”

“Hopefully they won’t get any closer,” I said. “But I think between your song and getting rid of that body, we covered our tracks pretty well. By the time they figure out we’ve escaped and search outside the walls, we’ll be long gone.”

“Then let’s make sure we are,” Safia whispered.

“I know we’re in a hurry, but you should know that you did a good job back there,” I told the duchess. “With the duke obviously, but also with that guard. I know it wasn’t necessarily in our plans to kill him, and you didn’t have to do it yourself, but--”

“Of course I did,” Safia interrupted with a frown. “He was going to call out for the soldiers no matter what we did. I was the one who led us into Grimford, and if I let a fool like that stop us when we were so close, then I would have been an even bigger fool.”

“Still,” Calli said. “Ken Jewell is right. Just wait until Nika hears about how you helped us to escape. She will want a full reenactment.”

“I’m not sure I’ll be up for a full reenactment,” Safia said as her eyes took on a faraway look.

“Hey,” I said gently, and the duchess slowly brought her dark brown gaze up to meet mine. “You did great.”

Safia started to open her mouth, but then she shook her head.

“We should go,” she said firmly.

I could tell that definitely wasn’t what she’d planned to say, but I let it slide. My siren wife’s song of confusion should throw the soldiers off our trail long enough for us to get safely away, but the sooner we got moving, the better I would feel.

Calli had almost exhausted herself with all the songs she’d used tonight, but she hummed one more as we rode home. It helped us and the horses to stay awake and focused, and every time one of us started to droop in the saddle, my siren wife hummed a few more notes to snap us back upright.

Whenever I glanced over at Safia to make sure she was alright, I found the duchess wearing an unreadable expression. She looked determined but also a little sad, and I wondered what she was thinking about. I didn’t think she regretted killing Bellfrey or that guard, but I also didn’t imagine murder was on a duchess’ normal list of daily activities, and it might take her a little while to accept the fact that she’d killed someone.

Hell, maybe she wasn’t thinking about the duke at all. Maybe she was just trying to decide what she would do with her new freedom: where she would go, where she would live, what she would do. The only two people who had definitely seen her face in Grimford were dead now. Theoretically, that meant she could go anywhere without anyone connecting her to Bellfrey’s death.

But every time I glanced at her exhausted but determined expression, I couldn’t help but hope she might stick around longer than she had to. Her husband was no longer a threat to her or to us, but I wouldn’t mind learning more about this kingdom from her.

If I was being totally honest with myself though, I knew I mostly wanted her to stay around because I wanted to learn more about her.

By the time we entered the northern border of the quarry forest, the first sun had risen. The woods glowed with early morning light, and we had to take a longer route to avoid the road completely now that it was safe for humans to be out and about. We were careful when we exited the forest too, and we kept our path to all the narrow valleys between ridges and hills that would keep us hidden from view.

We were dead tired when we reached home. Calli slipped off her horse and straight into Tamzin’s arms, and the dryad carried her gently to the pond to recharge in the water. Safia managed to dismount, but when her knees buckled slightly, Khara scooped her up despite the duchess’ protests and then marched straight toward Torrance’s house to let her get some sleep. I was barely able to stumble into my own house before my exhaustion overtook me, but Nika very sweetly tucked the covers up around me just as I passed out.

It had been a hell of a trek, but we were free of Bellfrey’s bullshit at last.

We feasted to celebrate our victory the following night, but after that, time started to blur together with all the work we had going on around the homestead. We spent our days building the walls or working on other construction projects like the silo and the well, and we took shifts at night to go on more granite and limestone runs. The granite quarry was still unguarded every time we went, and as long as we didn’t disturb the kraken’s lake when we mined the limestone, we didn’t have any problems there, either.

Calli’s songs continued to be invaluable. As more and more days flew by and there were no signs of any soldiers, I knew she’d successfully gotten us out of Grimford without leaving a trace, and now she was able to help us every day as we built the new walls of our home. The siren sang to make us stronger, to give us more endurance, and sometimes even to help keep the gob boys focused on their work.

Abby spent almost every night going on quarry runs with her brothers, so she usually rested during the day to recharge. Her songs helped the gobs mine new granite when the pre-cut blocks ran out, and Tamzin continued to help cover up the wagon tracks every time they drove home.

Between Tamzin and Khara’s sheer strength, Calli’s songs, Nika’s boundless amounts of energy, and Ruby’s work ethic that just wouldn’t quit, we made incredible progress. Ruby constantly muttered about how much slower she was working than usual, but I always just grinned and reminded her that she was growing a whole life inside her. That always sent her into a total tailspin of happy tears, and Matilda usually had to bring her the latest batch of her baked goods to help Ruby recover and refocus.

Torrance and his family mostly took care of the rest of the homestead while we focused on construction. Summer was in full swing, so there was plenty to do with the crops, the livestock, and the garden, and every time I turned around, Markus and Maximus seemed to have grown another inch as they threw themselves into their work.

Then there was the duchess.

For the first week after we killed the duke, Safia seemed uncertain of what she should do. She was still living at Torrance’s house, and even though she knew she was free to leave, she hadn’t mentioned going anywhere since that night in Grimford. At first, she tried to help Matilda and Calli with preparing all our food, but after the third time she burned something so badly that the house had to be aired out, Safia threw her hands up and declared that the kitchen was no place for her.

The duchess tried to help us with the construction of the wall after that, but she had to have one of Calli’s songs fueling her to move any of the granite. Then her muscles would be shaky and useless for a couple days afterward, which didn’t surprise me in the least. She was only human, after all.

She was able to help lay the mortar in between each layer of our wall though, and after Timber showed her how to work the kiln, she was able to take shifts there. She also proved to be incredibly good with the horses, and whenever they needed anything, she volunteered to take over Markus and Maximus’ duties so they could focus on their other work.

She was able to help a lot more after Nika made her some new clothes, though. Safia’s gowns were beautiful but not exactly the most practical thing to wear when it came to farm work or construction, and her work became much easier once she started wearing the sleek work pants that fit her long legs like a glove. Nika wanted nothing more than to put Safia in a bikini top like Khara or a crop top like Tamzin had started wearing, but that was a little more than the duchess was comfortable with. Still, the fitted tank top that Nika made for her managed to be so tight across Safia’s chest that her cleavage practically begged for me to stare at it.

I was impressed and surprised by how much the duchess seemed to want to make herself useful, but mostly, I was just glad that she seemed to be feeling more at home. She still didn’t say much whenever we were all together, but every time I glanced at her, I noticed that she was watching everything.

Every look, every word, every joke my family shared, Safia seemed to notice and be absolutely baffled by. She watched everything we did with a mixture of confusion and curiosity. Even when my family brought back the remains of creatures they’d killed on their latest trip through the underdark, Safia just asked politely about what kind of monsters they had killed and then listened thoughtfully until my family had gone over every detail of the fight.

Then finally, about two weeks after we killed Duke Bellfrey, the granite walls of my home were finished.

I nestled the last granite block into place an hour before the second sun went down, when there was still enough light to admire our work. The granite gleamed like marble in every direction that I looked, and Nika promptly declared that we should go outside and admire the granite from outside the homestead, not just from inside.

I was more than happy to indulge my goblin wife.

We circled the entire homestead from the outside, and that included a trip across the river so we could see it from the southern bank. Of course, the original wooden perimeter walls were still in place and blocking most of the granite from view, but the white blocks were still visible just above the wooden fence, and our watchtowers stood like silent guards high above the rest of the wall.

After we surveyed our handiwork and went back inside to admire it some more, Calli and Matilda went inside to finish up the massive celebration feast that they’d started for us. My kids all started playing Keep Away with Athena, and even though my heart jumped into my throat every time they tossed my curly-haired goblin daughter through the air, she squealed with so much delight that I couldn’t say no. Besides, Sawsaw was always right beside her to make sure that nothing happened to the tiny redhead.

While we waited for dinner, Nika, Tamzin, and Khara gathered up the leftover granite and moved it where we could use it for the silo and the well. Ruby supervised to make sure the right-sized chunks went to the right location, and I found myself cleaning up some of the leftover limestone mortar with Safia.

“What will you do now that you’ve finished your wall?” Safia asked as she placed another half-empty bucket of mortar into the wheelbarrow.

“Turn all my attention to the other projects I’ve got going on around here,” I chuckled. “I’m sure you’ve already noticed that I have big plans for this place, and once I get a few more things done for the farm, I should be able to get started on my castle.”

“So Nika hasn’t been exaggerating when she said your castle is pending?” Safia smirked.

“Nika never exaggerates when it comes to castles,” I laughed.

“You have a lot of plans for a man who fell through a portal from another world,” Safia said, and then she gave me another one of her sidelong glances like she was trying to put her finger on something that she couldn’t quite figure out. “You really have no intention of trying to return home?”

I set the wheelbarrow down so I could look straight at her. “I am home, Safia. This is my home. This is my family. Wherever they are is where I belong, so why would I ever try to leave them?”

Safia just stared at me, but then she blinked and spun around to grab another spare bucket of mortar.

“What about you?” I asked. “You know these walls aren’t a prison for you, right? They might be finished now, but you can still leave if you want to.”

“Do you want me to?” Safia challenged.

I waited until she dropped the last bucket in the wheelbarrow, but I only answered when she met my gaze again. “I think you know the answer to that question.”

“Maybe I do,” Safia said softly.

“And?” I asked.

“Maybe your answer is the same as mine,” Safia whispered.

It was right on the tip of my tongue to ask her to stay with me. I wanted her to know that she was free to go anywhere she wanted, but the thought of her leaving and me never seeing her again was enough to tie my stomach up into knots.

I set the wheelbarrow down again, but before I could get the words out, I heard Nika shriek from the direction of the house.

“Ken Jewell!” Nika cried out. “Ken Jewell, it’s happening! Hurry!”

I took off sprinting without a word.

By the time the front porch of the house came into view, my goblin wife had halfway collapsed, but Khara had caught her before she hit the ground. Calli and Tamzin had already grabbed wet cloths from inside the house, and when Ruby spread down a blanket that Khara gently eased Nika down on, I realized what was happening.

Clan Jewell was about to get its newest goblin member.
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Chapter 16

“Shit!” I shouted as I pumped my legs to get across the last stretch of lawn between us. “What do you need?”

“Oh, Ken Jewell, my sisters have already brought me everything I need!” Nika laughed and then cried out again with another contraction.

It didn’t matter that Nika had already given me eight goblin children, just like it didn’t matter that Khara and Calli had also both given birth before. Each new birth turned me into the same nervous wreck that I’d been when Nika first had Sawsaw, and all I could think about was making sure that Nika and our new baby would be okay.

“You could get some more warm cloths,” Tamzin suggested.

“Warm cloths, got it!” I said and then stumbled through the door into the kitchen.

I heard Nika give one more cry as I grabbed some cloths and soaked them in the pot of warm water on the stove, but then there was nothing but silence. I didn’t even try to squeeze out the cloths. I just grabbed the whole pot and spun around so fast that I almost tripped on my way back out the door.

But Nika’s labor was already over.

She was sitting propped up against one of the front porch columns with all my wives gathered around her. The older gobs were all peering over the railing to try and get a peek at their newest brother, and my daughters were all leaning upside down from the roof to get a look. Safia hung back at a respectful distance with Torrance and his family, but I only noticed everyone else through a fog.

I only had eyes for my youngest son.

Nika looked up at me from where she was bouncing our tiny green bundle of joy in her arms, and her emerald eyes were shining with tears.

“Look what we made, Ken Jewell,” she whispered.

“Holy shit,” I said, and the pot of warm water clattered to the porch as I dropped it.

I barely even heard it.

I was kneeling down beside Nika before I even realized I’d moved, and she immediately handed the little goblin boy to me. His hair was just as candy red as his mother’s, and he had the same curls as his sister Athena. His brown eyes met mine with so much intelligence that I could have sworn he already understood everything we were saying, and when he gripped my finger with his little green hand, my chest swelled with pride.

“He’s fucking perfect,” I said, and then I kissed Nika’s forehead. “Just like his mother.”

Most of the other gob boys had instantly started looking around for things to eat or like they were already plotting mischief, but the newest gob seemed perfectly content just to observe. He looked at each of us with the same serious expression that Akana had worn when she was first born, only he didn’t seem eager to slaughter a whole sow by himself.

Well, hell yeah. Maybe I’d finally won the battle of genes, and this little dude had inherited more from his level-headed human father’s side than the others…

If so, I’d count that as a major win.

“Damn, Nika,” Ruby chuckled. “So far, he seems like a perfect fucking angel.”

“Do not worry,” Nika said, as if Ruby had meant it as a criticism instead of a compliment. “It is still very early, and there is lots of time for him to figure out exactly what kind of little green monster he would like to be.”

“Maybe Sergeant Nika’s discipline wore off on him while he was still in the womb,” I said with a smirk.

“That is very possible,” Nika said with a serious nod. “But he will still be just as ferocious as his brothers and sister, Ken Jewell! You will see.”

“I don’t doubt it for a second,” I said and then kissed her again.

Ruby and Tamzin took Nika to help get her and our son cleaned up. After we had all settled down and Nika declared that she was ready for our feast, Matilda and Calli laid a whole spread out on the table, and all twenty-one of us crammed in around the table.

Well, twenty-two of us, counting the newest little gob.

We were going to need a bigger table.

For now though, no one seemed to mind the close quarters, and I was too damn excited about my eleventh child to think about how packed we were around the table.

Eleven. I had eleven kids. And my wives and I were just getting started.

My chest felt like it might burst any second with the amount of love I had burning there for my weird, murderous, monster family.

Every last gob at the table was sitting taller than ever too, and the boys sent me proud little smiles while Athena giggled incessantly with pent-up energy. Then Sawsaw’s gaze met mine, and he sent me a single nod that just about brought tears to my eyes.

In that moment, I felt like I’d fucking won at life. I was the proud father of some amazing kids, and my oldest gob son not only respected me, but followed my lead and truly met me by equal measures in moments like this, when the downright joy and beauty of our little family establishment made me speechless.

I’d like to see a single human man live up to my dad stats right now.

I gruffly cleared my throat and returned Sawsaw’s nod. Then my firstborn stuffed his face to avoid anyone seeing how damp his own eyes had suddenly become.

I was just so damn happy to share this moment with my family. Plus, I couldn’t think of a better way to celebrate the completion of the granite wall than with a new baby and a feast fit for a fucking king.

There were several platters of mashed potatoes alone, but each pile of creamy potatoes had been formed into the shape of giant walls so they looked like the granite border of my homestead. A moat of gravy was inside the borders of mashed potatoes, and the gobs couldn’t seem to decide which they liked more: the taste of the potatoes or the way the gravy spewed out like lava every time they scooped up more of the dish.

Since it was a special occasion, we had slaughtered one of the cows, and based on how much meat was still on the table, it looked like Matilda had been able to chase off the gobs and keep them from stealing everything in advance. The steaks smelled perfectly grilled, and my mouth started watering as I piled my plate high with mashed potatoes, gravy, and a thick seared steak. There were also beef ribs that had been slowly cooking all day, along with a brisket that fell apart the moment I carved into it.

Three different baskets of puffy dinner rolls lined the table, plus one pot of greens cooked with beef fat and another pot of green beans cooked the same way. There were also candied yams and blueberry pies already on the table in case anyone wanted their dessert with their meal.

A few of Tamzin’s ants from her pregnancy craving had been skewered with tiny toothpicks and now lined her plate alone, but there was enough other underdark fare to go around to the rest of my monster wives and children. Underdark mushrooms had been served four different ways: fried, stewed, raw, and made into a soup. Beetles that burst like strawberry Starbursts in my mouth were piled high like a dark red Christmas tree, and two different kinds of bone broth, one made from a kind of underdark fish and the other made from a troop of kobolds that my sons had run into on their last limestone run.

We all ate in perfectly contented silence, aside from the loud smacking of the gobs. The food was too good, and we were too hungry to talk about it, so it wasn’t until we’d all started on our second helping that we began to slow down and eat like the house wasn’t on fire.

I gave a prideful glance around the table at my growing family, and I was glad to see that Safia seemed to be eating plenty in between her frequent pauses to study everyone around her. The duchess also didn’t seem to realize there was any difference between the human food and the underdark food. She helped herself to all the mushrooms, the fish-bone broth, and even a few beetles. The only thing she actually avoided was the gobs’ kobold-bone broth, but I couldn’t blame her since it did have a powerful smell.

Then Safia reached for the last fried underdark mushroom, but Nika reached for it at the same time. My goblin wife giggled as their hands brushed each other like this was all some elaborate foreplay, but Safia immediately pulled her hand back.

“No, no, you should have that,” Safia said quickly. “You just gave birth. You need the nutrients much more than me.”

“Oh, there’s no need to debate who needs it more,” Calli said. “There’s plenty of other mushrooms in the kitchen.”

“I’ll get them!” Matilda popped up and disappeared to grab more fried mushrooms.

Nika accepted the last bite since more were on their way. She rocked our newborn with one hand and shoveled the mushroom into her mouth with the other as my other wives started doting on the little gob baby. They each seemed enraptured with my latest son, but then Nika suddenly looked up at the duchess beside her.

“Safia!” Nika’s hand flew to her mouth. “I am so very sorry, this must be very painful for you!”

Safia frowned with some confusion. “It may be hard to believe, but I don’t actually think I’ll starve to death before Matilda comes back from the kitchen…”

“No, no, no! I meant all this talk about babies,” Nika whispered loudly. “It must be very hard to hear since you do not have any babies yourself.”

“Nika, we don’t have to talk about that now,” I said. “I’m sure Safia just wants to enjoy her food.”

“But she would enjoy her food so much more if she was also feeding a baby!” Nika’s lower lip trembled. “You can never know what it is like to grow a whole little monster inside you and then see it take its first meal after it is born or see it kill its first prey. I cannot imagine what it would be like if I did not have all my boys and my little Athena.”

“I am sorry the duke never gave you children,” Calli said gently as she reached over to touch Safia’s arm. “May his corpse rot forever as punishment.”

I inwardly cringed as I worried how this little back and forth might be taken by Safia.

But the duchess burst into laughter before I could put a stop to it all.

It made everyone at the table jump. Blink’s shoulder bumped Fetch, and that made Fetch thrash around like he thought someone was trying to wrestle him to the ground. Of course, that bumped Markus, who shoved Maximus, who fell backward in his chair and kicked out to try and save himself. Shitter darted to catch Maximus’ chair before he hit the ground, but the human boy’s feet had already kicked the back of Timber’s seat, and that sent Timber’s face straight down into the huge fountain of gravy in the middle of the mashed potatoes.

When the little green monster rocked his head back up, he was completely masked with gravy. He hardly seemed bothered by it. Instead, Timber tried to see just how far he could extend his tongue to wipe his face clean, and Handsome quickly jumped up from his position underneath the table, planted his paws on Timber’s seat, and helped the gob lick off the last of the gravy.

I couldn’t help grinning as the boys all recovered from their surprise at the duchess’ pealing laughter. Safia herself chuckled through it all, and my worries had completely dissipated by the time she cleared her throat.

“My apologies,” she said with a smile. “I should explain why it was so funny. You see, it’s not that he didn’t give me any children. It’s that he couldn’t with me.”

“Do you mean… was he…” Ruby trailed off, held up her finger, and then let it go limp.

Safia blushed and glanced at my daughters, like this was way more than they should hear. “What I meant was that I didn’t want to have children with that bastard, and so I had the alchemist who visited me bring batches of herbs I could take every day to make sure I never would.”

“A wise decision,” Khara agreed. “The duke did not deserve to have his family line carried on, and certainly not by someone as magnificent as yourself.”

“Oh!” Safia’s blush deepened. “Thank you.”

“There is no need to thank me,” Khara replied. “I am only stating the facts. The duke was worthless, the moon is red, the grass is green, and you are magnificent.”

Before Safia’s cheeks could blush any darker, Nika suddenly handed the newest gob to Tamzin and scooted her chair closer to the duchess. She looped her arm through Safia’s and then tapped her finger to her lips with a sly smile.

“Sooo, you were taking herbs,” Nika said with a little giggle. “But what about now?”

“Well, I don’t need them anymore,” the duchess answered.

“So you are not taking anything?” Nika confirmed.

“No,” Safia replied. “Like I said, I took them because I needed them. Now, I don’t.”

“No, you definitely do not.” Nika shook her head and then gave me a massive stage-wink. “Did you hear that, Ken Jewell? She is not taking herbs anymore, so--”

“Who wants more potatoes?” I cut her off with a little gulp, and all of my kids burst into a competition of sorts to see who could win the dish of potatoes in my hands.

After we finished the rest of our dinner and dessert, my girls and Safia offered to clean up the kitchen with Handsome and Sawsaw, and the rest of my boys ran out their excess energy in an elaborate game of Hide-and-Bite all over the homestead. Torrance and his family told me goodnight and headed out to do the last chores with the livestock before they retreated to their own house for the evening, and my wives took their tea on the porch as they watched the daylight begin to fade.

There was still enough light from the second sun to paint the hills around us in a hazy golden glow, and I was just about to join my wives when Safia exited the house and touched my arm.

“Ken?” the duchess whispered. “Could I speak with you for a moment? Alone?”

I glanced back through the front door. My girls were still letting Handsome lick each plate clean before they rinsed it with soap and water, so the house was out of the question for a private place to talk to Safia. But there was something that I’d been meaning to show her for a few days, only I’d been so focused on finishing the wall that I hadn’t gotten around to it yet.

Plus, I had to admit that I was a little nervous to show her at all.

“Come on,” I said. “I know the perfect spot.”

“Have fuuun!” Nika called after us.

I suppressed a grin at Nika’s excitement as I led Safia off the porch. She followed me without a word across the lawn, through the fields of crops, and all the way to the far southwestern corner of the homestead. I had tasked Torrance with a surprise for Safia, just in case she decided to stay here for a few more weeks. When I’d checked his work earlier this week, I saw that the old farmer’s green thumb had outdone itself once again, but it would be even more beautiful now in the evening light.

In the southwest corner of my home, there was a new garden hidden by two tall trellises. Each trellis was covered with yellow flowers that looked like thickly clustered stars, and they met in a wooden gate that Ruby had built for me. It was impossible to see through the tall wooden gate or the trellises, so if Safia ever wanted to retreat here by herself, she would have total privacy in a garden truly fit for a duchess.

“What is this?” Safia asked as she let her hand trail down the gate toward its handle.

“It’s for you,” I said. “I know how much you liked gardening with Elvira, so as long as you stay here, I thought you should have access to a garden just for flowers. You’re kind of hopeless with vegetables, you know.”

“You built this… for me?” Safia’s grip tightened on the handle, but she still didn’t swing open the door.

“Technically, everybody pitched in a little bit,” I answered. “Why don’t you take a look inside and see what you think?”

Safia turned the gate handle and pushed it open into a world filled with golden flowers. A stone bench stood at one end of the garden, and Tamzin had coaxed two young willow trees into growing on either side of the bench so their branches wove together above the seat. The pathway through the garden was built with smooth paving stones of river rock, but the garden itself was nothing but blooms for a space of about six feet by six feet.

Pale golden lilies sprouted up at the back of the bench, and dark gold daylilies lined the stone pathway. Yellow roses bobbed gently in the wind on every side, and there were half a dozen other golden flowers all around that I couldn’t even begin to identify. The entire garden seemed to glow in the twilight, and when I glanced at Safia to see if she liked it, her eyes were glittering.

“I know it’s not as big as the garden you had at the castle,” I said. “But if you--”

Safia flew into my arms. She buried her face in my chest, and for a second, I just stood there until my arms remembered how to work. Then I looped them around the slender duchess and just held her tight as she clung to me silently.

A full minute passed before she even moved. When Safia pulled away from me, she seemed a little embarrassed by her sudden emotional outburst. She turned around almost as quickly as she had flown into my arms, and then she swept into the garden like a queen surveying her kingdom.

I smirked and made a mental note that the place certainly held up to my expectations. The duchess looked perfectly suited for the beautiful landscaping.

“I don’t know what to say,” Safia admitted as she seated herself on the bench in the middle of the lilies. “No one has ever done anything like this for me.”

“I take it that means you like it?” I chuckled as I came to stand beside her.

“Like it?” Safia looked up at me. “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. I love it.”

“Good.” I tried not to sound too smug as I sat down next to her. “Now, what did you want to talk to me about?”

“I have to tell you something.” Safia fixed her gaze on one of the paving stones along the pathway. “I lied to you, and I… I don’t want to lie to you anymore.”

“Okay,” I said calmly, even though my brain was racing with a dozen different possibilities of what she might have lied about. “Tell me what’s on your mind.”

Safia kept her gaze fixed on the ground for a few more seconds before she looked back up at me. “I lied about my magic power. I do have one. I just always tell people that I don’t because it’s the only way I’ve had to protect myself.”

“Okaaay.” I took a deep breath. “So, what’s your power?”

“There’s no going back if I tell you,” Safia said. “And I’m worried you might not treat me the same after I do.”

“That bad, huh?” I teased. “I’ve faced kobolds, goblins, werewolves, bugbears, orcs, you name it. It can’t be worse than anything they’ve got to offer. So how bad could it be? Do you cry tears of blood? Does your touch turn silk into cotton? Can you make someone’s head explode just by staring at them hard enough?”

“No,” Safia said with a low chuckle. “Nothing like that.”

“Then it can’t be too terrible,” I said. “Come on, out with it. You’ll feel better.”

“It’s… like… I know people’s intentions.”

I stared at her for a second. “Uhh, can you maybe explain that a little more?”

“I can sense anyone’s intentions if I focus on them,” the duchess replied. “I can tell when someone is being genuine or not. I can tell when someone is trying to be sneaky, and when someone’s trying to be kind.”

“Holy shit.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “That’s… shit! That must be fucking exhausting.”

Safia gave a shaky laugh. “Yes. It is quite exhausting.”

I was going to ask her something else, but then my heart started to pound like it was doing a one-man parkour course inside my rib cage.

If she could sense the intentions of everyone around her, that meant she had been able to sense everything I wanted whenever I was near her. Sure, maybe she hadn’t been reading my exact thoughts or anything, but I certainly hadn’t tried to push down my desires about the duchess so deep that she couldn’t sense them.

“You’re nervous,” Safia said with a smile. “But you don’t need to be.”

“Uhh, maybe let’s just stick to you for right now.” I swallowed. “You said you always lie and tell people you don’t have a magic power. Why?”

“Like I said, it’s the only way I’ve had to protect myself,” Safia replied, and she glanced away again to fix her gaze on the yellow blooms all around us.

“So… no one knows?” I asked. “Your family? The duke? Servants? No one?”

“Only one person ever knew, but she’s dead now,” Safia answered. “When I came of age at home, my family’s witch--”

“Hold up,” I interrupted. “Your family had a witch?”

“I forget you’re not from here.” Safia smiled. “Most noble families have their own personal witch, and my family was no exception.”

“Did the duke have his own witch?” I asked.

Safia shook her head. “He was too cheap to pay and keep one on his staff. I know witches often have a bad reputation, but mine was a good woman. She was always kind to me, even though my family gave her no reason to be. So when I turned eighteen and went to see her to find out my power, she was almost as upset about it as I was.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“She told me that I should keep it a secret,” Safia continued. “She said I would be safer if no one knew what my power was. Imagine if anyone within my ranking found out what I could do… I could be used by those hungry for power. I could be sought after by scores of men who wanted me solely to abuse my abilities for their own gain, and then probably sold off to them by my family, if they knew how valuable I was. I could even end up so distrusted among good society, among those who guard their secrets very carefully, that I would be cast out from my own people. In that case, I’d be forced to make it on my own, and…”

I nodded. “Then you could have been used to interrogate prisoners… anything, really. All the options that come to mind are admittedly bleak. Hell, even your family could have turned you out if you’d ever sensed their intentions weren’t honorable about something.”

“They ended up doing that anyway,” Safia said with a short, harsh laugh. “But the witch told me my power could serve me very well if I kept it private, and I planned to try and use it to become a diplomat at court.”

“What did you tell your family?” I asked.

“I told them I didn’t have a magic power,” Safia answered. “The witch told everyone the same thing, and my family was so disappointed that they almost kicked me out that day. They all have incredible powers, all very useful in battle, and I could always feel their crushing disgust and disappointment every time they looked at me. It essentially rendered me useless to them.”

“But you didn’t regret keeping your power to yourself?” I asked.

“Never.” Safia shook her head. “My parents sent me to King Leon’s court to get rid of me when they couldn’t stand looking at me anymore, and my power helped me navigate all the intrigues there. I was on my way to securing myself a diplomatic position, but then… well. Then Bellfrey happened.”

“He met you at court?” I asked.

“No, he arranged the whole thing with my parents before he even met me,” Safia replied. “He wanted my family’s lands, and he threatened them with another war like the one his father had waged on my grandfather if he didn’t get his way. They were all too happy to hand me and their lands over to him, though. Suddenly, I could be of use, you see. He offered them an incredible estate in the capital, and they’d always been more interested in being close to King Leon than in the wilderness of their own territory.”

“So they sold you out for a fancy mansion,” I said. “Jesus.”

“They said I should be thrilled that the duke didn’t care about me not having a magic power.” Safia shrugged. “But from the first moment I met him, I knew exactly what kind of person he was. He could be charming to others when he wanted to be, but I always sensed his intentions, and believe me when I say, his feelings about most people and things were not something you wanted to be able to sense.”

A bitter taste coated my tongue as I imagined the gravity of being in the duchess’ position with a man like that… day in and day out. For years on end.

“I’m sorry, Safia,” I said quietly.

“It wasn’t bad at first,” the duchess replied. “I was able to use my power to navigate my way around the duke’s court, to entertain visitors, to find where I fit into that world. But it didn’t take long for me to become more popular and powerful than Bellfrey, and you can imagine how well he took that.”

“My guess would be with a lock and key,” I said.

“Exactly,” Safia confirmed.

“So did you go straight from King Leon’s court to the duke’s castle?” I asked. “You never saw your family again?”

“I only went home long enough to gather the rest of my things, and to tell my family’s witch goodbye,” Safia said. “She was already struggling to get around, and I knew I would never see her again. She knew how much I didn’t want to marry the duke, and she told me to remember that his castle was not my home any more than my parents’ castle was. She said… oh, it will probably sound stupid.”

“I doubt it,” I said dryly. “Why don’t you try me?”

“She said home isn’t a place,” Safia whispered as she started to play with the petals on one of the lilies. “Not for people like me, anyway. She said home is whatever makes you feel safe.”

“And what makes you feel safe?” I had to fight the urge to take her hand in mine.

“Do you remember Calliope’s song about the moon?” Safia asked.

“Sure,” I answered. “You said something about the moon leading you home, and then you pretended like you’d forgotten all about it.”

“Right.” Safia blushed. “Well, what I meant was that the moon is the only thing that makes me feel like I have a home. It’s the only thing that has ever made me feel safe, because if the moon was out, that meant everyone else was probably asleep, and I wasn’t able to sense any of their emotions or intentions. Night has always been the one time that everything was quiet, and I could just be alone with my own feelings.”

“I get that,” I said.

“You do?” the duchess asked.

“Sure,” I replied. “When I got back from my first tour of duty, my first war I mean, it felt like nobody could ever understand how I felt or what I’d been through. It was overwhelming and isolating. All I wanted was for everything to be quiet, but even when everything was quiet, my mind would still be racing with everything that I’d seen or felt or done.”

“You wanted to be alone, but you also didn’t want to be alone,” Safia whispered.

“Yeah, something like that,” I said.

The duchess stood up suddenly and walked along the paving stones. She stopped at a cluster of yellow roses all swaying in the wind, and when she leaned over to smell them, a thick strand of her black hair tumbled loose from where it was pinned half-up. Safia breathed the scent of the roses in deeply, and for a moment, I just watched her instead of saying anything else.

I couldn’t imagine what it had been like to feel the intentions of everyone around her, much less to know their intentions. It would make it pretty impossible to trust anybody, that was for sure.

But even so, Safia had chosen to tell me about her power. That was something no one else in the world knew.

She must have really trusted me, and the idea of this woman putting her trust in me made me wish the duke would come back to life so I could kill him for her all over again.

“Wait,” I said. “Does that mean that when we killed the duke, you could feel his intentions?”

Safia turned back to face me with a smile. Her brown skin seemed even more golden and warm than usual as she stood surrounded by all the yellow flowers, and I had to focus to keep my gaze on her face instead of her slender figure in her fitted work pants.

“Oh, yes,” the duchess answered. “He was terrified, and wanted to do anything he could to kill us. I actually… loved it. For once in our entire marriage, I loved sensing his intentions.”

“Shit,” I whistled. “I think you might have more in common with my wives than you think. You’d make a great siren with how much you enjoyed feeling his terror at the end.”

“Maybe,” Safia chuckled. “I never imagined how satisfying it would feel.”

“So how exactly does it work?” I asked. “Can you only sense the emotions of humans, or can you sense them in monsters from the underdark, too?”

“I had no idea until you brought me here,” Safia answered. “But yes, I can sense the intentions of your wives and children. They’re a little harder to read than humans, but that’s how I realized that they’re all so… wonderful. A little confusing, maybe, but they all love you and each other so much, and they’ve been nothing but kind and curious about me. All everyone wants here is to love and be loved. It’s just such an amazing place.”

Safia started to slowly move back through the garden toward me, but she took her time. She brushed her fingers across every petal she could find, and every now and then, she stopped to bend down and smell another golden bloom.

“Take Khara, for example,” the duchess continued. “I thought all orcs were like the ones who attacked Bellfrey’s castle, but the more time I have spent with Khara, the more I sense what an incredible woman she is. She’s so generous and feels so much affection for your other wives, for all your children, and most of all for you. But at the same time, there’s this deep and terrifying desire to fight always simmering just below the surface, and it’s hard to pinpoint exactly what prompts it.”

“That’s probably just her constant readiness to murder people,” I chuckled. “So, it’s always there.”

“Ah.” Safia nodded. “Yes, I suppose that would explain it.”

She turned her attention back to a tall cluster of golden irises. The way she looked at them reminded me of the ways she’d been studying all of us for the past few weeks. I couldn’t begin to remember all the kinds of things I’d felt that she might have picked up on, but since she had decided to tell me her magic power, she must have sensed enough from me and my monster family for her to feel safe.

Safer than she’d felt among the human nobles of this world, even.

I stood up and moved through the garden toward her. When I stood right behind her, she didn’t move away. I still didn’t reach out and touch her, but I was close enough to inhale the sweet, earthy scent of her hair, and I saw her grip tighten on the petal she was holding like she was trying to restrain herself as much as I was.

“So,” I said. “Why are you telling me all this now?”

“I’ve been trying to think of the best time to tell you,” Safia replied. “And… well, I suppose that’s not the only reason.”

“Then what’s the rest of it?” I asked gently.

“I kept waiting for something to go wrong,” Safia whispered without looking up. “I kept waiting to feel something that would make it impossible to trust you, but…”

“But?” I prompted when she trailed off.

“But I never did,” the duchess admitted. “Every time I sense your intentions, I just... I like it. I’ve met lords and dukes and kings, but I’ve never met anyone as interesting as you. I’ve never met anyone as complex as you or as strategic as you, and I’ve certainly never met anyone who loves his family like you do. It’s… well, it’s incredible.”

“Is that all you’ve sensed from me these past few weeks?” I asked as I took one step closer to her so there was barely an inch between my hand and hers, and I could feel the warmth radiating off her skin.

“What do you mean?” Safia asked.

“Just my love for my family?” I continued. “Just my feelings for my wives and my kids? That’s it?”

“No,” Safia replied, but her voice was barely audible.

“What else?” I grazed my thumb along the inside of her wrist but then pulled back.

“You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?” Safia whispered.

“You know I am,” I answered.

For a second, I thought the duchess might be wishing for a hole to open up in the ground and swallow her, but then she drew herself up tall and turned to face me. She didn’t take a step back even when she saw how close I stood to her though, and that meant our bodies were almost pressed together in the middle of the golden garden.

“Fine,” Safia said as she raised her dark brown gaze to meet mine. “I have also been sensing the intentions you have for me. I felt it the first moment I met you. I thought you might actually be crazy at first because you really seemed to believe that you were Crazy Ken when you told me that. But you seemed so sincere when you said that you wanted to help me. That’s why I helped distract the guards for you.”

“So, you only knew what I was feeling the first time we met?” I teased as I grazed my hand up her lower back.

“And after that, too,” Safia admitted. “I felt how relieved you were when you found me at Penelope’s. I felt how protective of me you were every time the duke came up in conversation. This whole time, I have felt nothing but kindness and protection from you.”

“Nothing else?” I smirked, and now I started to slip my hand around to cup her slender waist.

“Maybe something else,” Safia said with a small smile. “I can feel how much you want to take care of me, too. I’ve felt that feeling grow deeper these past few weeks, but… it’s not fair, you know?”

“What’s not fair?” I brushed her dark hair back over her shoulders.

“It’s not fair that I know how you feel about me,” she continued. “But you don’t know how I feel about you.”

“I might have an idea,” I chuckled.

“I want you to know for sure.” Safia reached up and cupped my face with her hands. “I don’t want to leave your side. Ever.”

My heart ping-ponged inside my chest so fast that it couldn’t seem to settle down long enough for me to form words.

“I know any kind of relationship we have will be unconventional, to say the least,” Safia went on. “At least according to human standards. But I know how much you equally love your wives, and I know how much they love you, and I want to be by your side just like they are because… because…”

I took her hands in mine and squeezed them gently. “Because?”

“Because I love you, Ken,” Safia whispered.

Then she kissed me, and the whole world disappeared in a blur of golden light.
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Chapter 17

The moment Safia’s lips met mine, her hands started to tug at my shirt, and I slipped my fingers under her top so I could feel her warm skin against my own. Part of me had thought the duchess might be a little shy, but the way her tongue passionately explored my mouth showed me that wasn’t the case.

This woman wanted me, and she wanted me now.

My hands gripped her waist as we devoured each other. Her bare skin was firm under my grip like she was made of all lean muscle, and when I slipped my hands down to cup her ass, she felt as soft as she did strong. Then I started to massage her ass, and the duchess let out a muffled moan against my lips.

I gripped her so tightly that she stumbled forward a little into me, but she didn’t pull away. She just leaned her body against mine until her cleavage was so firmly pressed into my chest that I couldn’t remember what day it was. And when Safia hooked her fingers inside my pants to pull me even closer, I suddenly couldn’t even remember my own name.

Her lips burned with desire as she let me push them apart with my tongue, but her hands didn’t move. They just stayed hooked inside the belt of my pants where I could feel their warmth, and I wondered if Safia was too busy kissing me to move them, or if she was at all nervous about what came next.

Our kiss seemed like it lasted for hours, but in the end, the feeling of her slender body pressing against me was too much to take. Her ass wiggled slightly in my hands, and it sent me over the fucking edge as my cock sprang to attention faster than a new recruit when the lieutenant enters the room.

My hands slid back up to her waist and started to tug at her shirt, but Safia suddenly pulled back. Her cheeks were dark with a deep blush, and she took a big inhale to catch her breath, like she’d just come to the surface of the ocean after diving for pearls.

“Is this too fast?” I panted. “We can slow down if you want.”

“No, no, it’s not that.” Safia shook her head, and another strand of black hair fell loose to frame her face.

“Then what?” I asked.

“The gate to the garden is still open,” Safia said with a smirk. “I thought we might want a little more privacy.”

“Good call,” I chuckled but then paused and glanced around at the garden. “We can always go back to the house if you’d be more comfortable there. I can kick everyone else out so we can have a little alone time.”

Safia didn’t say a word. She just drifted past me like a burning golden cloud and shut the garden gate so no one would be able to see us. Not that any members of my family were ever over in this area of the homestead, but I felt better now that we were hidden by the trellises of flowers and the solid wooden gate.

“I get the privacy,” I said. “But are you sure you’re okay staying here? It’s not exactly a castle.”

“I’m very well aware of the fact that we’re in a garden,” Safia said with a smile as she turned back around from the gate.

“And you don’t mind?” I strode toward her and took her in my arms again. “Wouldn’t you rather have a bed or something?”

“I don’t care about castles or beds or any of that.” Safia reached up and gripped the front of my shirt. “All I care about is this.”

“I assume you’re not talking about my shirt,” I teased.

“No, and you know it,” Safia laughed but then grew serious again. “I’ve lived many places and known many people in my life, but I’ve never met someone like you, and I certainly never imagined that someone like you could…”

“Could what?” I brushed her long black hair out of her face when she trailed off.

“Could make me feel safe enough to share things with,” Safia said as she went up on her tiptoes and kissed my cheek. “To share my secret that I’ve never told anyone before, and to… to share myself with.”

“So what you’re saying is that the garden was a big hit.” I smiled and then leaned down to nibble her ear. “Right?”

“What I’m saying is that all I care about is you, Ken,” Safia whispered. “All I care about is us.”

Then her lips were on mine again, and I was pushing her up against the garden gate as our hands began to explore each other with as much eagerness as our mouths. Her fingers grazed up the outside of my thighs, and then she started to get a little bolder and glide her hands up the inside of my thighs, too. She always stopped just short of stroking my stiff cock through my pants, but she kept getting so close that I just kissed her with more and more urgency.

Safia pulled my shirt off and then leaned back in my arms far enough to send an admiring gaze down my chest and abs.

“I think I finally believe in the Holy Twins,” the duchess whispered as she stroked one hand down each of my pecs, and then looked up at me with a deep blush.

“Your turn,” I chuckled.

I kissed her again and started to tease her shirt up over her head. By the time I pulled it off and tossed it to the side, her long black hair had come completely unpinned. The duchess immediately pressed herself against me again, but I gently grasped her shoulders and held her back so I could admire her.

But I was not prepared for what was underneath her shirt.

Safia was wearing a bikini top like the kind Khara usually wore, only this one was made of a sheer mesh material. The mesh looked like it was barely holding up Safia’s bell-shaped tits, and she was so turned on that her nipples were standing at full attention through the mesh itself.

“Is something wrong?” Safia gulped.

“God, no!” I grinned. “Sorry, I just kind of assumed you’d be wearing a corset or something.”

“I stopped wearing corsets when Nika made this for me,” Safia replied. “It’s much more comfortable and practical for life here, where I actually get to do things. Do you like it?”

“Hell yes,” I said, and then I reached up to untie the strings of her bikini top. “But I’d like it even better if you took it off.”

I let the bikini fall to the ground on top of the duchess’ shirt, and then I leaned down to greet her tits with my tongue before my hands even touched them. They were so pillowy soft that I would have happily smothered myself in between them, and I had to remind myself to come up for air in between devouring whole mouthfuls of them.

Safia’s head arched back against the wooden gate as my tongue continued to play with her nipples. She moaned and slipped her hands into my thick hair so she could draw me even closer against herself, and I let myself drop to my knees and glide my tongue down her taut stomach.

“Is this okay?” I looked up as I started to unbutton her fitted pants.

Safia shook her head. “It’s not fast enough,” she said with a little laugh.

“I can take care of that,” I snickered, and then I pulled them down over her hips in one great tug.

Safia kicked them off the rest of the way, but now that she was completely naked in front of me, she actually seemed a little shy. She bit her lip as she looked down at me, and I lowered my face toward the dark landing strip of hair on her mound. I let my tongue glide down until it felt her clit throbbing with desire for me. Then I gently teased apart her pussy lips with my tongue, but she was already so wet that it didn’t take much persuasion to get her entrance to open to me.

The moment my tongue grazed her, Safia moaned, and her legs buckled slightly. I immediately pushed myself back to my feet, scooped her up in my arms, and then carried her to a patch of the garden that was covered in soft moss, all blooming with tiny yellow flowers. As soon as I laid her down on the moss, the small blooms released a sweet perfume into the air. They mixed with the scent of the duchess’ hair and sent me reeling.

Then Safia started fumbling with my pants, and I figured she must have recovered from being overwhelmed at first by my tongue between her legs. I kicked off my boots so I could get my pants off faster, and when we were both completely naked, she scrambled backward into a sitting position and studied every inch of my body.

“Ohhh, my.” Safia swallowed. “How do you look like you’re actually carved from granite? I didn’t know it was even possible for someone to have so many muscles.”

“I’m glad you like what you see,” I chuckled, but then I lunged forward to close the gap between us. “Because I know I do.”

“You do?” Safia whispered.

I didn’t answer at first. I just cupped her head to hold her steady and started kissing down the side of her neck. Her skin thrilled to my touch, and I let my tongue graze down between her tits next. I started to slide my tongue down her stomach again, but Safia suddenly reached down and began to glide her fingers along my stiff shaft.

“I want you inside me,” Safia purred. “Please, Ken.”

“Well, since you said please,” I whispered.

Then I adjusted myself on top of her and pressed my tip against her entrance. She had to spread her legs and open the tight lips around her pussy for me, but as soon as I started to push in, she gasped and let her arms fall to the sides.

“Ohhh,” Safia moaned when I was still barely inside her.

I slowly slid my cock deeper into her waiting tunnel, and the deeper I pushed, the more Safia moaned and gripped the yellow flowers beneath her. Their crushed scent filled the air around us with perfume. Between the golden light of the setting second sun and the golden flowers all around us, it felt like were in the middle of a fucking fairytale.

Every time I made another inch of progress into her tunnel, I had to pull back out and push in again. She was so tight that I’d never felt anything like it, and she kept gripping me with her pelvic muscles to make me stiffer and stiffer while I was inside her.

When I finally thrust all the way into her tunnel, I kept myself deep inside her and started to use micro-thrusts to open her up to me even more. The motion made my pelvis grind against her, and her breath began to grow more and more shallow as I rubbed her clit.

“Oh, Ken!” Safia’s dark eyes suddenly went wide. “Ohh! Ohhh! Kennnn!”

Safia’s orgasm shattered the silence around the garden, but I didn’t give a shit how loud she was. She could be as loud as she wanted, for all I cared. The only thing that mattered to me was watching her whole body spasm in ecstasy as her climax broke over her in one wave after another.

She fell still half a minute later, but her body still twitched with little jerks of pleasure as she gave a deep and thoroughly satisfied sigh.

“Holy. Fucking. Twins.” Safia inhaled and then sighed just as deeply again.

The sight of her body quivering in pleasure underneath mine was almost too much to take, but I wanted to make her cum again at least two more times before I did. I started to pump my cock into her faster than before, and when I pulled out so I could shove all the way in again, Safia bit her lip and moaned just like the first time I penetrated her.

Then before she could overthink anything, I pulled out and flipped her over onto all fours in one fluid motion. I pushed my cock back into her before she had even fully gotten in position, and I instantly thrust even deeper than before from this new angle.

Safia’s elbows almost buckled from the force of my thrusts, but she quickly rallied and kept herself upright so I could ram my cock into her again and again. Her breasts slapped together each time I pushed into her, and I went back and forth between gripping her waist to pull her harder into me and squeezing her firm ass like it was a goddamn life raft.

“Oh, yes!” the duchess gasped. “You take me like an animal… I love it! Yeeees… Just… like… that!”

A second climax turned her gasp into a low moan. Her legs and arms immediately trembled so much that she had to drop down onto her stomach, but I just lowered myself down onto my forearms so I could stay inside her.

Safia’s orgasm was still going. She moaned again, ripped out a handful of the golden flowers beneath us, and crushed them in her fingers before she finally went completely limp. But even then, I felt her ass pushing against me like she was just begging for more.

“Please don’t stop,” she gasped. “I don’t want you to ever stop.”

“Whatever you want, babe,” I replied.

As much as I was enjoying the feeling of her ass pressing against me, I knew I couldn’t hold out much longer, and I wanted to see her face the next time she came. I pulled out just long enough to flip her onto her back again, and then I thrust all the way inside her in one firm push.

I went slower this time than when she’d been on all fours. It let us each feel every inch of each other’s bodies. My hands glided along her warm brown skin, and her hands slid up the muscles of my back. Her tongue teased and licked every inch of skin that she could devour, and her ribbed tunnel embraced my shaft with a velvety softness that made my head spin.

The next time she climaxed, she must have built toward it for a solid minute. She gasped and writhed underneath me, and she crushed more and more of the yellow flowers to send their sweet perfume into the air. She kept trying to form words, but she couldn’t get anything out except for little breathy moans that came faster and faster together.

When Safia finally exploded, I could have sworn that her screams of pleasure trembled the very foundations of the garden trellises, and it seemed like a miracle that the stone bench didn’t just topple over from the force of her ground-shaking orgasm.

But as soon as her own climax started to subside, I felt my own balls spasming for release. I started to pull out, but Safia’s eyes suddenly flew open, and she grabbed my ass to keep me inside her.

“No!” Safia gasped. “I want you to finish inside me!”

I didn’t ask her if she was sure. All I could think about was the fact that this mesmerizing woman had just asked me to fill her with my cum, and that was exactly what I was going to do.

It only took one more pump of my hips to release my load inside her. My cum shot into her with so much force that I thought it might hammer her into the ground, but then another wave pulsed out of me, and I suddenly didn’t care if my cock hammered us both to the other side of this world, as long as I got to keep cumming inside this beautiful woman.

Wave after wave of my seed sprayed inside her, but I still just kept thrusting like the Energizer Bunny. Every time I pulsed inside her, another flood of cum emptied into her until finally, I was so spent that I pulled out and collapsed beside her on the ground.

For a minute, neither of us said anything. We both just lay there panting and trying to catch our breath, but I felt Safia slip her hand into mine and hold it. I finally glanced over at the duchess and found her eyes were closed, and she was wearing the biggest grin I’d ever seen.

“You’re full of surprises,” I chuckled as I leaned over to kiss her bare shoulder.

Safia rolled over onto her side and propped herself up on her elbow.

“So are you,” she replied. “Although I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised at how incredible orgasms are. Nika has been telling me about them since I came here. Ruby, too. And Calliope. And Tamzin. And Khara.”

“I should have known,” I groaned.

“I didn’t mind,” Safia laughed. “It just made me more curious to experience one for myself.”

“You’ve never had one before?” I asked.

The duchess shook her head.

“You gave me my first,” she said, and then she blushed. “And my second. And third.”

“And I plan to give you a hell of a lot more than that,” I said as I pulled her into my lap. “But I was surprised you didn’t want me to pull out. I thought you told Akana that you don’t really like kids?”

“It’s not that I don’t like them,” Safia admitted. “It’s more like I don’t think I’m very good with them. But your children are all so wonderful and strange and funny and amazing, and you’re such an incredible father to them that I… I just thought… or maybe I just wondered…”

When she trailed off, I just gently brushed my fingers up her thighs where they straddled my lap, and I waited for her to continue.

“I just haven’t been able to stop thinking about having…” Safia bit her lip and then raised her gaze to meet mine. “I never thought I’d want children. But I want… I want everything with you, Ken.”

“You mean it?” I couldn’t stop the grin from spreading across my face.

“I do.” Safia nodded. “More than anything.”

“We’d make some beautiful babies, if I do say so myself,” I said as I pulled her down so I could kiss her.

“You think so?” Safia stopped kissing me long enough to ask.

“With your caramel skin and dark hair, are you kidding?” I slid my hands down to grip her ass as my cock started to grow stiff again.

“Well, that’s true,” Safia giggled but then gasped when she felt my hard shaft pushing against her entrance. “Can you really go again?”

“Like I said, I plan to give you a hell of a lot more orgasms,” I told her. “And I figure we might as well start now.”

“Then you can make sure I’m good and pregnant,” Safia whispered, but her whisper immediately turned into a moan when I started to slip inside her.

“Fuck yes,” I groaned, and then I pushed in at the same time I pulled her down onto my stiff shaft.

She rode me until we both orgasmed again, and then we moved around the entire garden to test out every surface. We tried standing up against the garden gate, we tried her riding me on top of the stone bench, and we even tried with her bent over one of the willow tree’s low branches. Every time I thought we were both totally wiped, she’d wiggle her ass or reach down to stroke the full length of my shaft, and then we’d go all over again.

Safia was fucking insatiable, and I couldn’t get enough of her, either.

I completely lost count of how many times she climaxed, but when I was about to cum inside her for the third time, she arched her back and climaxed with the power of a train engine. One look at her eyes closed in ecstasy and at the sheen of perspiration that made her brown skin seem to glow in the low light, and I was a goner.

It felt like the whole world burst into a symphony the moment I poured inside the stunning duchess for the third time. I couldn’t see anything but the rainbows dancing across the inside of my eyelids, and I couldn’t hear anything except for Safia’s low moans of pleasure that came in the same rhythm as my cock throbbing deep inside her.

When our climaxes began to soften and mellow, I pulled her against my chest and exhaled as she nestled into me. I stroked her black waves of hair away from her face, kissed her forehead, and then leaned back to watch as the first stars all started to blink into existence for the night.

“I know I won’t be able to tell when I’m pregnant as fast as your wives always can,” Safia whispered. “But I have a really good feeling about this.”

“Me, too.” I pulled her a little closer. “But Safia, you know you’re one of them now, right?”

“What do you mean?” the duchess asked softly.

“You said ‘your wives,’ as if you’re not one of them,” I said. “I know it’s a little more cut and dry for them since they can literally test our bond against the power of the suns’ light, and the transformation won’t be quite as dramatic for us.”

“I think the number of orgasms you just gave me was quite dramatic,” Safia said with a smirk.

“Fair enough,” I chuckled. “But look, my point is that I don’t have some piece of paper or anything that connects me to my other wives, and I don’t have anything that connects me to you, either. I can only give you my promise to always protect you, to always provide for you, and to always make sure you know what an incredible, perfect woman you are.”

Safia immediately rolled into a sitting position and just stared at me. I pushed myself to sit up beside her in case I’d said the wrong thing, but then I realized that her eyes were glittering with tears.

“I can feel how much you mean that,” Safia whispered. “It’s more than I ever dreamed of, Ken.”

“Oh, and I promise one more thing,” I said with a grin. “To give you as many children as you want.”

Safia’s blush was obvious even in the dim light, and I reached out to take her hand.

“So how about it?” I asked. “You still want to stay?”

“For as long as you’ll have me,” Safia said softly.

“Then there’s no escape for you now,” I teased.

“Good.” Safia smiled and bit her lip. “Because there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

I kissed her again as the stars started to shine more brightly overhead. My stomach suddenly growled despite our recent feast, but we had expended so much energy that I wasn’t surprised. After we found all our clothes that had been scattered across the garden, we slipped them on and walked back toward the main house to get a snack.

I didn’t see any of my kids around, but it was still too early for them to be asleep already. Torrance and his family were also missing, and we didn’t run into any of my other wives until we entered the house. Calli and Nika were just bringing a tray of fresh sandwiches to the table, and Tamzin was pouring tea into six different cups. Khara was pouring coffee into a seventh cup, and Ruby was measuring the width of the room compared to the table like she already had her next project in mind.

As soon as Safia and I entered the room, Nika began a slow and enraptured clap.

“Beautiful!” my goblin wife cried when she finished clapping. “Amazing! Magnificent! Well done all around!”

“I assume that means you heard us,” Safia said with an arched eyebrow.

“I think the king probably heard you all the way in the fucking capital,” Ruby snorted.

“Were we really that loud?” I asked. “Shit, did the kids all hear?”

“We sent the children on a quarry run,” Khara replied. “They will be back in a few hours once they have obtained another load of granite.”

“You sent them by themselves again?” I asked.

“They will be fine, you will see.” Nika waved her hand. “The littlest gob is sleeping in the crib, but everyone else went with Sawsaw and Shitter. They even took Handsome, so there is no need to worry.”

“I’m still gonna worry,” I muttered.

“Don’t you love what a protective father he is?” Calli slipped her arm into Safia’s and escorted her to the table. “You will find that out personally soon enough.”

“Yes, how long do you have to wait before we see the little human you two just created?” Tamzin asked.

“Well, I don’t know for sure if we created one,” Safia admitted.

“Of course you did,” Khara said matter-of-factly. “We all heard you.”

“Umm… Ken?” Safia glanced at me helplessly.

“It might not work quite the same way,” I explained. “Human pregnancies are a little different than monster pregnancies, and it might be a few weeks before we even know if she’s pregnant or not.”

“A few weeks before you even know?” Nika dropped down into her chair like she was going to faint, but she reached for a sandwich to steady her reeling mind. “In a few weeks, I would have already conceived and given birth!”

“Yeah, but goblin pregnancies are insanely fucking fast,” Ruby pointed out.

“That’s true,” Tamzin agreed. “I hope mine will be as fast as yours, Nika. I can’t wait to meet the new little dryad.”

“Nika is very lucky that she gets to be pregnant so often,” Khara sighed.

“How long do orc pregnancies last?” Safia asked politely as she sipped on one of the cups of tea Tamzin had poured.

“My pregnancies last three months,” Khara answered. “But at least Akanateela was so strong that it only took her two months before she was ready.”

“That makes my six months sound like an eternity,” Ruby groaned and rested her hand on her stomach.

“Sirens take ten months to hatch, but it does not take them long after birth before they can sing their first song,” Calli said.

“What about humans?” Tamzin asked. “How long do they take?”

“Nine months,” Safia said and then bit her lip. “And then it takes a while before they can do anything on their own.”

Khara clicked her tongue with some disappointment. “I am sure Ken’s human child will advance at a much more appropriate pace.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” I snorted. “It takes months for any human child to even learn to stand up on their own, let alone and walk.”

“That is a very long time.” Nika refilled her own teacup and knocked it back like a shot. “But do not worry, duchess. Ken Jewell is a human, and look how strong he grew up to be!”

“I’m also a human,” Safia said with a smirk.

“Yes, exactly!” Nika nodded happily. “And look how beautiful and amazing you grew up to be!”

“We’re very happy you are here,” Calliope told the duchess. “It is wonderful to have another sister.”

“Thank you,” Safia said, and then she reached over to squeeze my hand.

The next few days went by in a blur of more construction, and the next few nights passed in a blur of tangled bodies. I found Safia in her garden as often as I could, and each time we made love, the duchess enjoyed herself more and more loudly. Of course then by the time I got back to the house, my other wives had heard Safia’s mind-shattering orgasms and insisted on having their own climaxes one after the other.

I was only too happy to indulge them.

We finished the silo right after we finished the walls, so it would be ready for our first official wheat harvest soon. Then we finished construction on the new and improved outhouses. There were now multiple outhouses for both Torrance’s family and my own, and there was even a urine diversion system to help the old farmer create a fertilizer with all the nutrients he could ever ask for.

None of these smaller projects were nearly as intensive or as exhausting as the granite walls of my homestead, though. The well was the biggest project after the wall, but it still didn’t take us long. With Calli’s help, we got it finished shortly after the outhouses. It gave us an endless supply of water inside our walls, so we didn’t have to go down to the river every time we needed more, and now that we had a perfectly functioning well, I felt pretty fucking confident that we could face any enemies who came against us.

Even if I did still want to build Nika her castle.

Safia remained living at Torrance’s house for now, but I had already drawn up plans to increase the size of the master bedroom and add an extra mattress to the room. Ruby started work on it in secret whenever she wasn’t bossing everyone around the rest of the job sites. The duchess hadn’t said anything about moving in yet, and I wasn’t going to pressure her into it before she was ready, but whenever she was, I wanted us all to have plenty of room.

I wasn’t in a rush. Safia never even seemed to blink when it came to anything to do with my family, but it was still a lot for a human duchess to adjust to being around all my bloodthirsty wives and children. She would move in when the time was right, and in the meantime, I would make sure that everything was set up for her.

But after all our smaller final projects were finished and we almost had enough granite to start construction on a castle, I decided it was time for us to take care of another big item on my to-do list.

“Well, Tamzin,” I said one evening at the table, just after our first dinner of the night. “What do you think? Is it about time?”

“About time for what, my love?” the dryad asked as she turned her big dark eyes on me.

I grinned. “Time to go steal your trees from the rest of the dryads.”
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Chapter 18

“Oh!” the mossy-haired dryad gasped. “You remembered!”

“Of course I remembered,” I said. “I was just waiting for the right time, and I think we’re about to have some beautiful weather for tree stealing.”

Nika leaned back in her seat to try and see what was so interesting about the weather. She leaned so far that the legs of her chair started to tip over, but Khara reached out, caught the chair one-handed, and then pushed it upright without even spilling her tea.

“Your muscles are so amazing, Khara,” Nika sighed.

“It is true, they are amazing,” Khara agreed and then took another sip of tea.

“I realize I’m a little late to the game,” Safia announced. “But why do you need to steal trees?”

“These aren’t just any trees,” Ruby replied. “These are fucking underdark trees.”

“Deep, deep underdark trees,” Tamzin clarified.

“You say that like it’s supposed to help me understand,” Safia chuckled.

“Let me explain,” Tamzin said with a patient smile. “You see, every dryad is responsible for a certain number of trees in her grove. Everyone’s trees together are what form the grove, but the individual trees are the responsibility of individual dryads.”

“I understand.” Safia nodded. “So when you came to the surface world, you had to leave your trees behind?”

“Yes, but that’s alright because my trees are too big to move anyway,” Tamzin answered. “They will be part of the deep, deep underdark forever now. But I was very sad to leave behind the seeds, seedlings, and saplings that I had been taking care of, and Ken Jewell promised me that we would go back for them one day soon.”

“And I think tomorrow might be that day,” I said. “We’ll make a plan tonight and then set out first thing in the morning. How does that sound?”

“Wonderful,” Tamzin whispered as her mossy hair flickered with green light. “Thank you so much, my love. This means the world to me.”

“Anytime,” I said with a grin.

“You’ll have to forgive my ignorance,” Safia said. “But aren’t there enough trees here on the surface that you can take care of? What makes these underdark-- excuse me-- deep, deep underdark trees so special? Can you even plant them on the surface?”

Ruby burst into a laugh that shook her petite frame until she started to tear up with giggles. Khara sighed and instantly pulled the redhead into her lap so she could swipe her tears away like she was some stubbornly leaky faucet, but that only made Ruby giggle more.

“Planting underdark trees… on the… surface!” Ruby snorted in between bursts of laughter that made her tits jiggle inside her tank top. “Just… the image… can you imagine… the humans’… fucking… faces!”

“I don’t understand.” Safia frowned. “But I do have many more questions, so you may as well get your laughter out… For example, if they’re so special and they belong to you, can’t you just take them? Why do you need to steal them at all?”

Ruby went into fucking hysterics like it was the best joke she’d ever heard, and even Khara’s stoic face cracked a smile. Nika and Tamzin just giggled, and Calli patted the duchess’ hand to try and reassure her, even though my siren wife was having a hard time keeping a straight face, too.

“What’s so funny?” Abby poked her head through the front door from where she was playing with the rest of her siblings outside. “Did Handsome show you his new trick?”

“No…” I said slowly. “What’s this new trick, exactly?”

“Oh, never mind, Daddy!” Abby grinned. “I have to go now! Akana needs reinforcements against the evil human soldiers led by Canigo!”

“Okay, princess,” I chuckled. “Have fun, and try not to kill each other.”

“Oh, Daddy, we are too good at what we do to actually kill each other,” Athena giggled as she poked her head inside to join her oldest sister. “We are saving all our real bloodshed for the evil humans and orcs who want us dead!”

“Save some of that energy for the dryads tomorrow, too,” I said. “I haven’t decided who I’m taking yet, but you’re all on my list of possibilities.”

Athena and Abby gasped, grabbed each other’s hands, and then disappeared back out the door.

“Akanateela!” Abby shouted as they ran away from the house. “Akana, we are going to hunt the dryads!”

“Now you will definitely have to take them with us,” Khara said as she patted the last of the tears off of Ruby’s cheeks. “Akana has always wanted to see the deep, deep underdark ever since you took her to the deep underdark.”

“This might need to be a whole family affair, anyway,” I said with a shrug. “But to answer your question, Safia, I’ve never seen a deep, deep underdark tree myself, but apparently, they’re very different from surface trees.”

“Sorry,” Ruby panted as she finally recovered herself. “I just couldn’t stop picturing everyone in Hamstead waking up to find themselves surrounded by deep, deep underdark trees. Can you imagine?”

“The only question is whether the terror would make them die from heart attacks or from dehydration due to all the vomiting and shitting themselves,” Khara said calmly.

“They are quite different from what you are used to,” Calli told Safia as she rested her hand on the duchess’ arm. “Perhaps one day after Tamzin has moved her seedlings to a new area, Ken Jewell will take you to see them for yourself.”

“Or I could go with him now,” Safia offered as she met my gaze with a determined look. “I am very skilled at negotiations. I believe I could be quite helpful.”

“What an amazing and sexy idea!” Nika clapped her hands.

There was absolutely no way I was going to let that happen, but I couldn’t help being impressed by Safia’s boldness.

“You would really want to go?” I asked.

“Why not?” The duchess arched her perfect black eyebrow. “We made a good team in Grimford, didn’t we? And I have to admit, it was very freeing to be able to run around and, um, punish anyone who needed it.”

“You are allowed to say it,” Calli said with a smile. “You liked killing people.”

“No!” Safia looked flustered. “Well, maybe. Not people in general, though! I just liked killing Bellfrey. And that man who tried to stop us from escaping. Oh, not that I liked it! But I did find it satisfying. But I don’t mean--”

“It is perfectly natural to want your enemies to suffer,” Nika interrupted. “Even humans can have murderous impulses, or so I have heard!”

“Well, all I really meant was that I felt trapped before Ken brought me here,” Safia said. “And now a whole world of possibilities has opened up to me, and I don’t want to waste any of them. You all go on missions with Ken, so why not me?”

“It is very sweet to hear you talk about how much you would like to go on adventures with our husband,” Calli said. “But remember, I do not usually go on underdark raids with him, and I know I am still just as ferocious and important as Nika, Tamzin, Khara, or Ruby. You don’t have to go into the underdark to prove anything.”

“Yes, but you’re also a siren, and that’s a little more helpful than a human,” Safia sighed. “I just thought that if I went into the deep, deep underdark with you all, then perhaps I could help negotiate a deal so Tamzin gets everything that rightfully belongs to her. And then you wouldn’t have to steal anything at all.”

“If you keep cracking jokes like that, I’m gonna need Khara here to help me as her full-time job,” Ruby cackled from the brunette orc’s lap.

“I am very good at multitasking,” Khara said with a shrug. “For example, already this morning I have managed to catch your tears, hold you in my lap, mentally plan a route through the deep, deep underdark that will avoid the drow, and also plot all the best ways to kill a grove full of dryads.”

“You really are the best at multitasking, Khara,” Nika whispered.

“I have no doubt that you are incredibly skilled at negotiations,” Tamzin finally answered the duchess’ confusion. “But diplomacy isn’t really something that monsters are known for. Even when we negotiate, it is only after one side has proven how superior they are. Then the negotiations are usually about what kind of deaths our enemies would prefer.”

“Yes, and then we go and do the opposite to make them suffer even more,” Nika added.

“Ah.” Safia nodded with a thoughtful expression. “So if I come with you, then I will wait until you have the dryads completely at your mercy. Then I can negotiate how they would prefer to meet their deaths?”

“Yes, now you understand!” Nika replied. “You are a very fast learner for a human, Safia.”

“Thank you, I think?” the duchess snickered.

“Trust me, I appreciate your enthusiasm, Safia,” I said. “And I’d love to have you with me, but it’s too dangerous. If you really want to see the underdark, then maybe I’ll take you somewhere down on the first level of the underdark one day. But even I haven’t been to the deep, deep underdark, and there’s no way I would put you in danger like that.”

“But the whole family will be there,” Nika protested. “We would keep her safe!”

“Not the whole family,” I said with a smile at Calli. “Calliope will stay here, and so will Safia. Torrance, Markus, Maximus, and Matilda will all stay here too, and you’ll have to manage the watch in shifts between the six of you until we get back.”

“I suppose I understand,” Safia admitted. “I wouldn’t want to distract you from your mission and risk anyone getting hurt trying to keep me alive. I’m not exactly skilled in self-defense.”

“You just need a little training,” I said. “I saw the way you handled that knife with the duke. I’d say you’ve got the makings of a pretty good fighter.”

“Ooh!” Nika’s hand shot into the air. “I will train her!”

Khara immediately pushed her seat back, helped Ruby stand back up, and then rose to her full height. “No, I am the Great Kharazugelphi. I should train her.”

“You might accidentally eat her in the process,” Ruby pointed out. “I’ll do it. We’ll start by building her some real muscles so she can actually pack a punch, and then we’ll move on to combat.”

“We cannot wait as long as it will take for her to grow human muscles,” Khara argued. “She should learn to fight now with the small muscles she already has.”

“I can work on a song to try and help her muscles grow faster,” Calli suggested.

“She might not need amazing muscles if she has amazing weapons,” Tamzin said. “If she was good at handling a knife, perhaps we should focus on that.”

“Oh, that is a good idea,” Nika agreed. “Let me see what else you are working with, Safia.”

Before I could stop her, my goblin wife skipped around the table and pulled the duchess to her feet. She slowly ran her fingers up the other woman’s legs and waist like she was trying to feel all her muscles in detail, and when Nika’s hand started to slowly graze the duchess’ cleavage, Safia just glanced at me with an arched eyebrow and a little smirk.

“Uh, Nika?” I cleared my throat. “What are you doing?”

“If she does not have amazing muscles like Khara, maybe she can distract our enemies with her dazzling tits!” Nika said. “Do not worry so much, Ken Jewell. I know what I am doing. I am a professional.”

“A professional what, exactly?” Safia chuckled.

“A professional tit-feeler-upper,” Nika said with a nod. “And a professional assessor of muscles. And a very professional goblin in general.”

“I’m not sure that word means what you think it means,” I laughed. “But maybe go ahead and stop feeling up Safia.”

“I’m all done there,” Nika agreed, but now her hands grasped the duchess’ face so she could examine her head from all angles. “Could you please open your mouth for me? I would like to see your teeth.”

Safia snorted, but she waved away my concern. “I want to learn to fight, Ken. If this is what I need to do, then that’s fine by me.”

As soon as the duchess opened her mouth, Nika peered at all her teeth but then rocked back on her heels with a disappointed shake of her head.

“Oh, Safia,” Nika sighed. “It is a good thing your breasts are so lovely and distracting, and you are very lucky that your hair shines like a dark river and that your skin is so beautiful and brown and smooth. Because I am afraid your teeth are completely useless.”

“I’ve been getting by alright,” Safia laughed.

“But you have not been using them to tear the flesh off your enemies, have you?” Nika pointed out. “No, no, I didn’t think so. This is too bad.”

“Do not be too concerned,” Khara told the duchess. “This is a small setback, but we will find a way to train you even with dull teeth and small claws.”

“We might all have to work together, though,” Calli said. “It is a great disadvantage not having teeth that can tear open your enemy’s arteries.”

Safia swallowed. “I think I’ll be able to manage with a dagger, if someone can just show me how to fight with one.”

“Alright, you’ve all got your orders,” I chuckled. “You can help train Safia together so she’ll be able to fight if she ever does join us on an underdark raid or for whenever we get attacked here.”

“Don’t you mean if we ever get attacked here?” Safia asked.

“No, it’s definitely a matter of when, not if,” I said. “I know this may be hard to believe just from looking at us, but we’re pretty good at making enemies.”

“I don’t know why anyone would ever want to be your enemy when they could be your friend,” Safia purred. “Then again, I imagine there are as many stupid monsters as there are stupid humans.”

“Yes, there are many stupid monsters,” Khara said. “But there are still probably more stupid humans.”

“Let’s get back to planning how we’re going to steal everything from your grove, Tamzin,” I said as my wives all settled back around the table with me. “So there’s seeds, seedlings, and saplings that we’ll need to take back with us, right?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Tamzin replied in her low, sultry voice. “We will need to plant them all in a different area in the underdark, but as long as they stay out of the suns’ light for now, they can be above the surface for a short time.”

“We can keep them in our cellar until we figure out where to plant them next,” I confirmed. “Will you need anything else from your grove?”

The mossy-haired dryad shook her head. “Not from my grove. Eventually, I will need moss from drow territory to help my little seedlings grow big and strong, but that should not have to happen right away. The other dryads are not fond of me, but they would have made sure that my charges did not die after I failed to return to the deep, deep underdark. They would have gotten more moss for them if they needed to.”

“Are you sure about that?” Ruby asked. “You said the other dryads were always jealous of how impressive your trees were, and in my experience, dryads can be pretty fucking brutal. No offense or anything. I’m just saying that maybe they didn’t get more moss for you. That’s all.”

“I understand what you mean,” Tamzin said. “Dryads can be brutal, yes, but they are also not foolish. If my charges do not get the nutrients they need, they will die, and that will make the entire grove weaker. So even if it is only for their own sake, the other dryads would not let my charges die. Unless they are very, very angry that I have not come back.”

“Either way, we’ll take care of them,” I said. “I’m sure all your seedlings are just fine. We’ll get in there, grab them, and get back out before the dryads even know what hit them.”

“Is that possible?” Calli asked. “Will you be able to sneak past the dryads and steal what you need, or do you think there will be a fight?”

“There will be a fight,” Tamzin said, but she didn’t sound upset about it, especially not when her mossy curls flickered with little streaks of green lightning. “We should still try to make a deal with them first, out of respect to the Elder.”

“I thought you said there are hardly ever any negotiations in the underdark,” Safia said.

“There are hardly ever any successful negotiations,” Tamzin clarified. “The Elder will refuse, but if enough of the Matriarchs stand against her, we might get a few of the Maidens on our side when the actual fight begins.”

“Uh, I think you’re gonna have to explain all of that a lot more,” I said. “I’m a little in the dark on how dryad society is set up, who’s in charge, who the Matriarchs are, all that good stuff.”

Tamzin leaned forward on the table. She looked so excited that she took a deep breath without meaning to, and Safia instantly started to sag in her chair. The veins under the dryad’s dark skin immediately shimmered with green light, but her hands flew to her mouth when she realized she’d accidentally inhaled some of the duchess’ life force. Tamzin quickly exhaled again, and Safia straightened back up with a sleepy little blink.

“What happened?” The duchess yawned. “Did I nod off?”

“Tamzin just got a little carried away,” I muttered. “Now, what were you going to tell us about the dryads?”

“You already know there are no male dryads,” Tamzin explained. “So the women run everything. There are many rules and many layers of hierarchy, and even though the grove is stunning, it is also very violent, so we will have to watch out for the trees, not just the dryads.”

“Great,” Ruby groaned. “We’ll be up against angry trees and angrier dryads, that’s fucking perfect.”

“Actually.” Tamzin made a face. “It may be best if you do not come with us, Ruby.”

Ruby immediately started sniffling.

“I’m so sorry,” Tamzin said. “But if the Elder sees that I have brought a dwarf with me, she will immediately attack, and then we will have to face the full wrath of the grove instead of possibly only some of the Matriarchs.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“It’s true,” Ruby said with a shaky sigh as her latest urge to cry passed. “Dwarves and dryads have hated each other for a long time. I guess if you want to at least have a chance to talk to them first, I should stay home with Calli and Safia.”

“Thank you for understanding,” Tamzin told the petite redhead and then turned back to the rest of us. “Let me try to explain how the hierarchy of dryad society works. The most ancient dryads actually become trees in the grove. They are called the Firsts. Then below them, there is the Elder who speaks for the Firsts. Well, she is supposed to speak for them, but I don’t think she always gets it right. Sometimes, dryad politics get in the way.”

“Oh, good, so that doesn’t just happen in human society,” Safia said dryly, and I smirked in agreement.

“The next level down is the Matriarchs, and since my grove was one of the biggest and most powerful, it has four of them. They are the right hand of the Elder. Then below the Matriarchs, there are the Maidens. My grove has eight of them. They are not as powerful as the Matriarchs, but we should still be careful of them.”

“What level were you?” Khara asked.

“Based on the number of trees I cared for and how powerful they were, I should have been a Matriarch,” Tamzin answered. “But they were too jealous of the way I got my charges to grow, so I remained only a dryad.”

“Jealousy is never a good look on anyone,” Safia said.

“It is sad but true,” Tamzin agreed. “Most of the women in the grove are just called dryads, though. Some are fighters, some are healers, some are builders, but most of them are on the same rung of the hierarchy. Then at the very bottom, there are nymphs. They are the youngest of us, and that makes them more flighty and skittish than the others.”

“This sounds like an awfully big grove,” I said.

“It is,” Tamzin replied. “It is a shame the Elder will want to fight us. The dryads are complicated, but they would be very powerful allies.”

“Too bad for them that their Elder will choose to be stupid and get them all killed.” Khara shrugged.

“Alright, so let me get this straight,” I said as I raked a hand through my hair. “We go in, try to talk to the Elder, but the Elder refuses to give you what’s rightfully yours.”

“Correct,” Tamzin answered. “If I am persuasive enough, not all of the Matriarchs will agree with the Elder, and if at least two of them disagree, then half the Maidens will follow their example, and at least half of them might fight with us instead of against us.”

“What about the rest of the dryads and nymphs?” I asked. “Will they fight us, too?”

“Not the nymphs,” Tamzin replied. “They will be too scared, so they will stay hidden the whole time. But the dryads will follow the example of the Maidens and Matriarchs. Up to half may fight against us, and up to half may fight on our side.”

“What if you are not persuasive enough?” Khara asked. “What if all the Matriarchs agree with your Elder?”

“Then we will have to fight everyone,” Tamzin answered. “But we will have all of Grove Jewell on our side, so I am not worried.”

“Excellent point.” Nika nodded enthusiastically. “So, when do we leave?”

The next morning after the second sunrise, we reviewed our battle plans, said goodbye to Torrance’s family and to Calli, Ruby, and Safia. Then Khara, Tamzin, and Nika all loaded up into the wagon with me, and so did my three daughters and my youngest son. The rest of my sons all ran alongside Charlie’s wagon to help pump themselves up for the upcoming fight against the dryads, and I was both impressed and unsurprised by their endless amounts of energy.

The little unnamed gob still hadn’t made any sounds or moved around very much at all, but Nika said he was a goblin through and through, and he would act like one whenever he needed to. I still wasn’t sure it was the best idea for him to come with us when he’d barely been a baby for a week, even if his eyes were always ferociously observant of everything around him. But Nika said she knew best, and I knew better than to argue with my goblin wife.

When we reached the underdark entrance, I took one last inhale in the full light of the summer suns. I had to admit that I was fucking excited to go to the deep, deep underdark. I had no idea what to expect there, but I had a thing for exploring new places.

Even if those new places were filled with monsters and even plants that really, really wanted to kill me.

We passed from the blue light of the underdark through the Doomshrooms and into the pulsing reds and blacks of the deep underdark. Tamzin led us in a different direction from the way I’d taken before with Akana, and I didn’t mind the fact that it looked like we would be able to avoid the wendigos on this trip.

One encounter with those creepy cannibals had been enough for me.

“The entrance to the deep, deep underdark is not too far from here,” Tamzin whispered as she led us down a tunnel so dark that only my monster family could see clearly ahead.

I had the red crystal in my makeshift flashlight though, and since it blended in well enough with the rest of this area, I pointed it ahead of me so I didn’t just run into a wall.

“You are not glazing behind you much…” Tamzin whispered. “Does that strange light not cast in both directions at once?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I need to see what’s in front of me, not what’s behind me.”

“Oh, you will not want to see what’s behind you when we reach the deep, deep,” Tamzin giggled. “But you are very funny for saying that.”

“Ken Jewell is the best at jokes,” Nika said solemnly.

“Is anyone gonna fill me in on the joke?” I groaned.

“Don’t worry, Daddy!” Abby giggled. “Underdark surprises are always the best surprises! And I bet deep, deep underdark surprises are even better!”

Akana grunted beside her, but Abby just took her hand and skipped forward into the darkness.

“Don’t be sad, Akanateela!” Abby said. “Maybe we will see some wendigos on our way out!”

“Let’s not and say we did,” I muttered.

When we turned a corner in the dark tunnel a few minutes later, a green light began to glow up ahead. A breeze blew down the tunnel toward us at the same time, and it carried the scent of summer with it, like freshly plowed soil and hundreds of wildflowers all in bloom. I knew better than to trust anything in the underdark at face value, but I couldn’t help inhaling the sweet scent with a sigh of relief that at least it didn’t smell like the rotten stench of the wendigos’ tunnel down here.

“There is the entrance to the deep, deep,” Tamzin said after we drew a little closer to the green light. “Oh, but it would be best if you were all very quiet going forward from here.”

“Will the dryads be able to hear us coming?” I whispered.

“Not the dryads.” Tamzin shook her head. “Their grove is not right by the entrance. I meant the drow city. It is very close to here.”

“Uhh, what was that?” My head was spinning. “I know you didn’t just say that we’ll have to sneak past a drow city to get to your grove.”

“I thought she stated that fact very clearly,” Khara said.

“Yeah… but that would be insane,” I said slowly. “I know there are drow down here, but I didn’t think they’d be right beside the entrance. We already have to face the dryads, so it would be absolutely crazy if we had to take on any drow on the same trip.”

“Yes, crazy exciting!” Nika giggled. “What a wonderful first outing for the little unnamed gob!”

My goblin wife bounced our youngest son on her hip, but he just looked around with his usual serious expression. He was the size of a toddler now and could run around just fine on his own, but since we had to travel so far on foot today, Nika had offered to carry him until we reached the dryad grove.

“No, no, you were right, that is what I said,” Tamzin told me. “But try not to be too concerned. The drow exist in almost every part of the deep, deep underdark. Even if they didn’t have a city right beside the entrance, we would still probably have to sneak past their hunting parties, their farms, their slaves, all of that.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” I groaned.

“Don’t worry, Ken Jewell,” Nika said as we drew closer to the green light. “We will be very sneaky and avoid the drow. They will never even know we were here. You will see!”

“That would be for the best,” Khara said with a stoic nod. “The drow are truly horrible. Every race hates the drow, and even other drow hate the drow.”

“Hold on, everybody stop for a second,” I said, and everyone stopped so fast that Blink ran right into my back. “Are you trying to tell me that even drow are scared of other drow? And that even orcs avoid the drow?”

“That is correct,” Khara confirmed.

“Everyone avoids the drow: orcs, gnomes, dryads, wendigos, tentacle faces, tentacle heads, and so on,” Tamzin said. “The dark elves are incredibly organized, powerful, ruthless, and obsessed with enslaving other races. It would be foolish not to avoid them.”

“Tentacle faces and tentacle heads?” I asked. “I’ve never heard of them.”

“They are very rare,” Nika actually whispered as she looked around. “Tentacle faces stand like us, but they have faces with tentacles on them. Tentacle heads are big floating heads with tentacles on their heads.”

“Truly evil beings,” Khara commented. “As evil as the drow. They fight with mind magic. Very cunning and dangerous. Even the drow fear them.”

“So feared we do not say their true names, lest they find us and come after us,” Tamzin whispered.

“But they also fear the drow?” I asked.

“Oh, yes.” Nika nodded. “Drow don’t like each other, but they cooperate to enslave other races. Unless tentacle faces enslave another drow or tentacle heads get a surprise attack, the drow will bring many to kill or enslave them.”

“A lot of killing and enslaving going on…” I pinched the bridge of my nose and tried to count slowly to ten.

“Da?” Sawsaw asked. “What’s wrong?”

“Ohhh, I know what is wrong!” Nika said in an eager whisper. “You want to attack the drow and make them your slaves before they can enslave us, right? That is a brilliant plan, Ken Jewell. I love everything about it.”

“Nika, that’s not what I--”

“Oh!” Nika continued. “And maybe we can even find you an incredibly terrifying and beautiful drow to be your next wife!”

“I would definitely not advise that,” Khara said.

“Neither would I.” Tamzin shook her mossy curls. “It is one thing if you wish to enslave them, but to actually marry one? That might be going too far.”

“Yes, drow women are insane,” Khara said matter-of-factly, which I found slightly ironic, given the murderous, stalking rampage her pregnancy had brought about.

“They can’t be more insane than a pregnant orc,” I pointed out. “Aren’t they the most violent and unpredictable creatures in the underdark?”

“True,” Khara agreed. “But now imagine a woman who is that violent, evil, and unpredictable, only all the time, pregnant or not.”

“Shit,” I muttered.

“See what I mean?” Nika bounced on her toes with excitement. “Now imagine what an incredible wife someone like that would make for you! She would be so utterly unpredictable! So fantastically ferocious! So maliciously, maniacally murderous! Absolutely diabolical! She--”

“Did you not hear everything that Tamzin and Khara just said?” I groaned.

“Oh, yes,” Nika replied. “And that is exactly why I think a drow woman is precisely the wife you need next. I don’t know how fast the drow can have babies, but even just a few would really enhance the strength of your monster army, Ken Jewell. And if we hunted down a very magical and terrifying drow woman, she could do so much for our clan even before she gives you any children! Yes. We must find you a very beautiful and very evil drow woman to marry. You will like it. You will see.”

“I think I’d rather avoid any woman that even Khara would consider to be insane,” I told her. “We’re doing just fine the way we are, and we’re all still getting used to Safia being around, too. I don’t think we need to add a crazy, violent, magical drow woman on top of that.”

“Oh, she does not have to be on top!” Nika said. “She could be below you or in front of you or--”

“Not gonna happen,” I cut her off and then cleared my throat with a glance at all our kids waiting for us to lead them forward.

“I think it would be so fun to have a drow auntie!” Athena giggled. “I bet she could teach me to add all sorts of wonderful poisons to my traps. We would have so much fun together. We would all be creepy-creepy and make our enemies weepy-weepy!”

“An excellent point!” Nika praised.

“Not helping, sweet pea,” I muttered.

Akana grunted twice, pounded her fist into her palm, and then nodded at her mother.

“You’re so smart, Akanateela,” Abby sighed. “She says Daddy tamed the Great Kharazugelphi, and if he can do that, then he can definitely tame any drow woman that we decide is pretty enough and ferocious enough to be his wife.”

“Gobs not sure,” Shitter said with a frown. “Drow woman make clan more powerful, but might kill little gobs.”

“Might kill human friends,” Canigo added.

“Sawsaw doesn’t like,” Sawsaw agreed.

“Did I miss the part where we were taking a family vote on whether or not I’m gonna kidnap a drow woman and take her home with me?” I smirked. “And Nika, before you say anything, that was not an invitation to go spy on the drow and pick out the most beautiful woman. We are not kidnapping anyone, and we are not having any interactions with the drow today.”

“Ken Jewell!” Nika gasped. “How can you say that?”

“We have a mission,” I said. “And I want everybody to focus up. We’re going to fight the dryads, get everything that belongs to Tamzin, and then go home. Nice and simple.”

“Well, as simple as anything can be with the dryads,” Tamzin said with a smile.

“Fair enough,” I said and then started to lead my family forward again. “Let’s just get through the mission, and no more talking about the drow or a drow wife or drow babies or anything related to the damn drow.”

The green light up ahead grew steadily stronger as we advanced, and the breeze carrying the scent of flowers toward us was almost overwhelming. I expected there to be a massive spiral staircase down into the deep, deep underdark like there was at the Doomshrooms entrance to the deep underdark, but when we rounded the corner, I found that wasn’t quite the case here.

There were stairs alright, but they just descended straight down ahead of us. They looked like they’d been roughly carved out of the stone tunnel but never actually finished, and half the steps were covered in thick green moss dotted with pink and white flowers. It would be easy as shit to trip on these stairs, especially since there was a steady trickle of water down one side of the tunnel that made everything a little slippery, but damn if it wasn’t pretty.

The green light came from glowing gems in the sides of the stairwell tunnel. They were all carved in perfect diamond shapes, and they seemed to have been carefully buried into the smooth rock face. Every time I took a step forward, the green gems pulsed slightly with light, and I noticed the same thing happened every time one of my wives or kids took a step, too. It was like the green gems vibrated and glowed a little brighter every time they felt someone else enter the tunnel.

I could see the end of the steps far below us, but it took several minutes of silence to reach the bottom of the moss-covered stairs. As soon as we reached the actual level of the deep, deep underdark, the tunnel opened up, and I had to pick up my jaw from the floor.

I hadn’t been prepared for how beautiful it would be down here.

Rolling moss-covered hills stretched in every direction I could see, all covered in different shades of wildflowers, from vivid pinks and purples to dark blues and golds. Tiny creatures with wings flitted from one flower to the next, and I would have sworn they were butterflies except for the fact that their wings glittered and left a shimmering trail in the air every time they moved. A wide, twisting river cut through the rolling hills, but even its blue and white rapids didn’t look threatening. They just looked like a good place to take a swim after a long day of work.

But what really struck me were the lights.

Sturdy vines hung down from a ceiling so high that I couldn’t see the top. Each vine was studded with pale green, glowing flowers, and each bloom was as bright as the green gems that had led us down into this level of the underdark in the first place. The vines were mesmerizing as they swayed and rippled in one of the strange underdark breezes that were so frequent down here, and for a few seconds, I felt like I was being hypnotized by the endless sea of glowing vines like the eyes of some ancient creature all watching us enter its territory.

“Holy shit, this is beautiful,” I breathed. “This is downright pleasant, even. Are we sure this is the super-dangerous deep, deep underdark?”

I stared around in a daze until I found my wives looking at me like I’d grown a tomato plant out of my forehead.

“Of course,” Nika scoffed. “Look how absolutely beautiful it is. This is obviously the most deadly of the deadliest realms!”

“Yes, have we taught you nothing of beauty, husband?” Khara asked as she arched a perfect eyebrow. “The most beautiful things are always the most lethal.”

“Right.” I nodded and shook myself back into focus. “Too true. Let’s do this.”

“My grove is through that tunnel,” Tamzin whispered, and I followed where she pointed to a glowing green tunnel on the far side of this incredibly massive chamber. “Follow me, and don’t stray from the path that I lead you on.”

“Wait,” I whispered. “Where is the drow city we’re supposed to be avoiding?”

“It’s the one place without any lights, silly,” Nika giggled.

I glanced to my right and saw that the rolling green hills stopped abruptly about fifty yards on the far side of the river. There were no vines that hung down and gave light to that section of the chamber, but it didn’t seem like a normal kind of darkness. It looked more like a black hole that swallowed up all the light around it. It made it impossible to see anyone who might have been there, and it made me nervous that I couldn’t even see the drow city itself. I just had to trust that it was there and trust that Tamzin could lead us past it quickly enough to go unnoticed.

My dryad wife led us forward and to the left across the mossy hills. The land dipped down in that direction, so we were hidden from the drow city by one of the taller ridges as we moved forward. I kept my eyes focused ahead to avoid getting too distracted by the swaying vines of light above us. It was hard not to just watch them ripple back and forth though, especially since they only grew thicker and longer the closer we got to Tamzin’s tunnel.

Then suddenly, the summery air turned cold. It started as a slight prickle along the back of my neck, but when I started to hear the faint sound of bells like from an incredibly distant sleigh, all the hair on my arms stood straight up.

“Hurry, into the passage!” Tamzin ordered. “Don’t look back!”

“No time!” Nika hissed. “They’re almost here!”

“Who?” I asked.

“Drow hunting party!” Nika whispered.

Shit.

So much for no more talking about the drow today.


[image: ]

 

Chapter 19

Tamzin immediately knelt down and pushed aside three feet of thick moss covering the ridge to our right. There should have been soil or bedrock or just something underneath the moss, but I found myself staring at nothing but absolute empty darkness.

“In you go,” Khara said, just before she promptly tossed Akana, Athena, and Abby into the darkness.

“Khara, what are you doing?” I demanded.

“The only smart thing to do,” Khara hissed, and then she grabbed the littlest gob from Nika and tossed him in next like a sack of flour.

Sawsaw and the rest of the gobs scrambled into the dark hole before Khara could pick them up and throw them. Nika and Khara followed them next. Tamzin grabbed my arm on her way through and pulled me after her, and I was surprised that I only dropped about two feet down before my boots landed on hard rock.

I immediately turned around to look back out of the hole in the side of the hill. I could still see the rolling green landscape, the moss, the wildflowers, and the glittering butterflies, but my dryad wife instantly gripped the edge of the opening. Her hair flickered with green light, and the thick moss of the hillside suddenly drooped down over the entrance until we almost couldn’t see out at all. Only a thin sliver allowed us to look out, but it was still framed by a fringe of moss that would make us invisible to anyone on the outside.

It was a good thing, too.

Less than half a minute after we were all hidden in the dark cave under the hill, the wind outside blew so cold that I had to clench my jaw to keep my teeth from rattling. Then I saw the legs.

Eight of them at a time crawled past, and each one was so crooked and hairy that I knew immediately that they could only belong to giant-ass spiders. Even though they were literally right outside our hiding place, the sound of bells still sounded faint and far-off, almost like they came from a dream I still hadn’t fully woken up from.

I leaned forward a little more and saw long legs straddling several of the spiders as they crawled forward, but I couldn’t see anything else about the drow. Not that I really needed to or even wanted to. I had no interest in fighting anyone who chose to ride giant spiders like horses and who brought a cold wind everywhere they went. And since I didn’t even want to fight them, I sure as shit didn’t want to bring any of the drow home with me as a new wife.

Now that Safia had joined us, I had six incredible wives, and that was more than enough for me. Especially since I didn’t think it would make for a very happy home life if I suddenly brought back a raging, unpredictable drow woman with possible magic powers that I didn’t even know about.

As soon as the last spider legs disappeared, Tamzin squeezed my hand in the darkness. Nobody said anything yet, and I found myself still holding my breath as I waited for my wives to give the all-clear signal. The sound of bells slowly faded, and the chill in the air evaporated until it felt like a warm spring day again. Even then, we waited another few minutes before Tamzin gave a heavy sigh and released my hand.

“They’re gone,” the beautiful dryad whispered. “They went down a different tunnel, so we should be in the clear to continue on toward my grove.”

“Holy shit,” I muttered. “You all must really not want to fight the drow, huh?”

“You told us to stay focused on the mission,” Khara pointed out. “There were only nine spiders and nine riders. We could have taken them, although it might have been a close battle, but I believe our mission today is only to defeat the dryads.”

“Hold on,” I said. “You’re telling me that with all eleven of the kids, all three of you, and myself, it still would have been a ‘close fight?’”

“It depends on what magic abilities those drow possessed.” Khara shrugged. “But also, the spiders are almost as fearsome as the drow. They would not make things easy for us.”

“What are they hunting?” I asked.

“Anything they can find, probably,” Tamzin answered. “They will not enter the dryad groves because the trees are too powerful there, but they often search for stray dryads outside of the groves. And there are also plenty of other creatures down here for them to enslave.”

“So, they don’t eat what they kill?” I asked. “They just kill or enslave other races?”

“And sometimes each other,” Tamzin answered.

“Yes, you see, goblins are very merciful compared to the drow,” Nika said. “We will eat you up, and then you will be dead. The drow will enslave you and torture you, and you will only be dead after they have enjoyed your torment for years and years and years and--”

“I think I get it,” I interrupted as I heard the fawning sighs of my little girls, who seemed enraptured by all this promise of torment. “With that in mind, how about we get moving before they come back?”

It was pitch-dark in the underdark cave, but I called over my daughters first so I could help boost them up through the hole. Khara and Nika jumped out with them, and after Sawsaw helped all the gobs get out, Tamzin and I brought up the rear again. Then my dryad wife brushed her fingers over the mossy hillside, and it all fell perfectly back into place as if it wasn’t hiding a secret cavern.

“One day, you’ll have to tell me how you did that,” I told Tamzin as we hurried forward along the same path as before.

“That’s easy,” the stunning dryad said with a low laugh. “Everything that grows down here talks to me, just like everything is terrified of the drow.”

“Yeah, I’m definitely not bringing a drow wife home,” I muttered, but Nika just laughed and skipped ahead instead of looking back at me.

When we reached the entrance of the tunnel that led to Tamzin’s grove, I saw that it was lit by the same glowing green gemstones that were in the entrance to the deep, deep underdark. This was a narrower tunnel though, and it looked like it was going to be just as twisty as most of the ones we always encountered in the upper underdark.

I took a deep breath to keep myself grounded, and then I glanced over my shoulder for one last look at the open-aired chamber before we moved into narrower passages.

I immediately regretted my decision to look behind me.

It looked like a completely different chamber than the one we had just crossed. If the green hills and flowers and butterflies had seemed like a daydream, this was nothing but a nightmare. The glowing green vines now pulsed with purple light, but each purple light was a blinking eyeball. The vines all snaked toward me as I watched them, like giant tentacles that wanted to wrap around me and slowly squeeze every last breath from my body.

Instead of being covered with flowering moss, now it looked like the hills were covered with bleached bones and bottomless, gaping chasms on either side of the path that we had taken. Even the river had transformed into a raging flood that threatened to spill out over its banks, and I could see multiple bloated corpses pushed along by the rapid water. And on the other side of the river, I could actually see dark purple lights along high walls, and I realized I was somehow able to see the drow city now.

Just as one of the tentacles with the blinking eyeballs reached out to grab me, I spun fully around with my axe in hand. But the moment I turned completely around, everything went back to the peaceful picture it had been earlier. The vines became green and gentle again, the river turned blue and peaceful, and the hills waved with wildflowers like they hadn’t just been covered with hundreds of skeletal remains.

“What the fuck was that!” I tightened my grip on my axe.

“What was what?” Tamzin asked as she stepped forward to join me in looking out over the green hills.

“None of you saw it?” I demanded, and then I glanced over my shoulder when I heard the rest of my family stopping and turning back around behind me.

But when I looked behind me, I didn’t see the glowing green tunnel that we had just entered. I only saw smoke-like ghosts floating down the passage toward my kids with their wailing mouths open wide, and every glowing green gem suddenly flashed with the image of razor-sharp teeth and the sound of something scratching and trying to get out.

I whirled my body back around with my axe raised, but again, everything returned to normal the moment I was facing forward again.

“Somebody better explain what the fuck is going on,” I growled.

“Welcome to the deep, deep underdark.” Tamzin smiled. “Didn’t I tell you not to look back?”

“Uh, yeah, but you didn’t say why!” I said. “Am I going crazy or what?”

“You’re right, I should have explained,” the stunning dryad replied. “That’s the secret of the deep, deep. Everything is beautiful and perfect when you look directly at it, but when you look behind you, you see all of the dangers that are constantly around you. That is why I warned you all to stick to the path that I led you on, so you wouldn’t accidentally stray into dangerous territory.”

“But the moment you turn around to face these dangers, you’re back in the beautiful world,” Khara said. “You can only see the danger when you glance back because it’s always behind you, never in front of you.”

“So which one is real?” I asked. “The beautiful world or the terrifying one?”

Tamzin laughed. “Why, both of course!”

“We tried to tell you, Ken Jewell,” Nika giggled. “The most beautiful things are always the deadliest of the deadly!”

“So you’re telling me that those vines are both terrifying eyeball-filled tentacles and pretty green lights?” I asked.

“Yes, exactly!” Nika said. “I like looking back and seeing them watch us. They seem very curious about us, and I caught them several times just before they wrapped themselves around my throat. But then as soon as I turned back to face them and tell them they were not fast enough, they went back to being friendly. It is a very good game!”

“Nika, those things could have killed you,” I groaned.

“We would not have let them,” Khara assured me.

“Did you see the flying teeth?” Athena giggled. “They were my favorite. What about you, Akana?”

Akana grunted and flexed her fingers at her side, and Abby immediately clapped her hands.

“Oh, yes, I loved the haunted bones, too!” the little siren said.

“Haunted bones?” I demanded. “Flying teeth?”

“Look over your shoulder again,” Tamzin said. “Just don’t look too long…”

I wasn’t about to debate my dryad wife about how none of this made any sense. Most everything about the underdark didn’t make sense, and I didn’t see why the deeper levels should be any different from the one where I spent most of my time below ground. Instead, I let my body face forward down the tunnel, and then I slowly looked back over my shoulder.

Now that I looked more closely, I could see what my daughters were talking about. All the creatures that looked like butterflies from the front now looked like flying jaws filled with dagger-shaped teeth. The piles of bones that I’d noticed earlier were mostly motionless, but there were a few skeletons that seemed to be trying to drag themselves back together and then sway forward. They flexed their bony hands like they were practicing what it would be like to choke someone, and every time they reached down to scoop up some little creature from the moss, they shredded them so fast that I only saw blood pour down the inside of the skeletons. Then the remains all dropped through their empty rib cages and out at their feet.

When one of the sightless skeletons seemed to fix its gaze on me, I quickly turned back around to face forward.

Most of my family was also facing forward but still glancing over their shoulders at the terrifying landscape behind us. Only Sawsaw and the unnamed gob were looking forward down the tunnel, and in spite of the creepiness of everything at my back, I still smiled to see how focused my oldest son was. I was also glad that either Sawsaw’s personality or Nika’s newfound discipline had worn off on the littlest guy, and I was curious how he would do when we found ourselves in an actual fight.

“Eyeballs,” Burp suddenly whispered, and his own brown eyes were shining as he looked back at the swaying vines of purple blinking eyeballs. “So many.”

“So many… play eyeball with,” Fetch giggled, but Shitter immediately grabbed the little gob by the back of his scruffy red hair before he could take off and try to pull down one of the eyeball tentacles from the ceiling.

“The ghosts are my favorite,” Abby said. “Some of them even waved when I looked back and waved at them, but now that I think about it, they might not have been friendly waves. It was more like they were pretending to slit their own throats as a fun little preview of what they want to do to us. What’s your favorite part when you look behind you, Sawsaw?”

“No favorite,” my oldest grunted. “Deep, deep too creep, creep.”

Sawsaw really was a half-goblin after my own heart.

“I’m right there with you, buddy,” I muttered. “But somebody answer this for me: if all the shit down here is both beautiful and terrifying at the same time, but you can only see one version at a time, then how do you know when something is after you?”

“It’s the underdark,” Nika giggled. “Everything is always after you. You just have to be sneakier and faster!”

“Nika’s right,” Tamzin said. “Everything down here does want to kill you, but it will take much longer if you don’t look back. When you look back, it’s like putting a target on yourself. But if you always face forward, it will take longer for anything to come after you.”

“Sure, okay,” I groaned. “Then how the hell do you know where to go?”

“I spent most of my life down here,” Tamzin said. “So I am familiar with many secrets of the deep, deep, just like the drow are and just like most of the other dryads are.”

“Then you better lead the way forward,” I said. “How far is it to your grove?”

“Not too far,” Tamzin said. “Just try and remember not to look back!”

We hurried deeper into the tunnel, and it quickly turned into another one and then another, until it felt like we were just traveling through any part of the regular underdark, only with green lights instead of blue.

And with a full-on nightmare always waiting just over our shoulders.

“You can crawl and you can creep, but we’ll gut you while you sleep,” Nika whispered in a terrifyingly cute sing-song voice. “We’ll stab you in the assholes until your hearts don’t beat!”

“Catchy,” I snickered.

I was careful to bring up the rear to make sure that none of my kids got distracted by the horror show behind us. Mostly, I just wanted to make sure that they didn’t try and harvest any eyeballs or flying teeth or anything else along those lines. I couldn’t help glancing over my shoulder several times as we kept traveling forward, though.

Once the entrance chamber of the deep, deep underdark disappeared, there were still unsettling faces trapped behind all the green gems in the walls, and there were plenty of ghosts in these tunnels, too.

Sometimes when I glanced back, the mossy stones under our feet shifted slightly, and a clawed hand started to emerge from the cracks between stones. Whenever that happened, I faced forward again as fast as I could. It still felt like someone was watching me from behind, but as long as I didn’t look back for a few seconds, the hand would be gone the next time I looked over my shoulder.

Until the next one appeared, anyway.

After we had probably traveled for about twenty minutes, more vines started to hang down from the ceiling of the tunnels. I had to keep pushing them aside like I was making my way through a dense jungle, but Tamzin warned us just to ignore them and keep pushing ahead.

Finally, we reached a wall of vines at the end of another pulsing green tunnel, and my dryad wife held up her hand to call a halt. The vines hung down like curtains covered with thick white blooms, but as much as I tried to peer through them, I couldn’t see anything past the hanging flowers.

“We are about to enter my grove,” Tamzin said.

“Alright.” I nodded and motioned for my family to huddle up. “So, Tamzin will try to negotiate first, but when that most likely fails, we will have to fight. Whatever you do, try not to injure the trees.”

“And try to stay out of the middle of the grove,” Tamzin added. “The dryads will all be strongest there, but if you can lure them out to the edges, you’ll have a better chance of defeating them.”

“Anything else we should know?” I asked. “I’m guessing that when the fight starts, we should concentrate on the Elder and the Matriarchs, right?”

“Precisely,” Tamzin agreed. “They are the most powerful, but if they die or surrender, then the rest of the grove will give up.”

“Got it,” I said.

“Oh, and one more thing,” Tamzin said. “Remember that trees down here are different from surface trees, so whatever you see, don’t be alarmed.”

“That’s reassuring,” I chuckled.

Tamzin pushed aside the curtains of flowering vines. Nika and the littlest gob followed right behind her, then Shitter, Fetch, and Burp. My three daughters skipped forward behind them, and Sawsaw came after them with the rest of the gob boys. Khara passed through the curtains just ahead of me, and then I stepped forward into Tamzin’s grove.

I immediately realized that she hadn’t been kidding when she said this would be a different experience.

Apparently, underdark trees grew upside down.

Thick twisted trunks extended down from the high ceiling of the chamber before each one separated into hundreds of smaller branches. The branches all stretched toward each other and toward the ground, and sometimes, they wove together to form huge knots. All of the trees looked black when I craned my head back to look toward the ceiling, and I suddenly thought about the thick black roots that covered the floor of the deep underdark just past the Doomshrooms entrance.

Were those roots actually just the roots of upside-down dryad trees?

I figured now probably wasn’t the best time to ask.

The bases of the trunks all seemed black to begin with, but many of the trees changed color as they grew toward the floor. There were also massive violet and blue trees all around the edges of the chamber, and their branches stretched toward Tamzin now like she was an old friend. But there were smaller gold and pink trunks and twisting branches further inside the chamber, too.

It looked like we were standing at the edge of a glimmering rainbow forest, but as Tamzin led us forward, I started to see a large clearing in the middle of the trees up ahead.

Small creatures kept moving back and forth between the trees on the edges of my vision, but they never stayed still long enough for me to get a good look at them. But now I couldn’t help myself. I glanced over my shoulder when we passed the first row of upside-down trees, and I’d be damned if I didn’t immediately regret it.

Dozens of tall, slender bodies hung upside down from each branch that we’d passed, even though I definitely hadn’t seen them when I was facing forward. Now that I looked behind me, they opened their eyes and started to crawl upside down along the trunks and toward the branches that were all stretching after us.

“Tamzin’s grove is so beautiful, Daddy,” Athena said, and I suddenly looked down at my little redheaded daughter who had grabbed my hand and was looking backward with me. “Do you think any of those crawling creatures would like to be friends?”

I glanced again at the slender figures still crawling down the upside-down trunks, but then one of them dislocated her head and turned it backward. It let her keep crawling down the trunk at the same time she watched us, and the fact that I couldn’t see her when I faced forward again only made me feel more unsettled.

“Uhh, I’m gonna go out on a limb here and say no…” I quickly pulled my youngest daughter forward so she turned around again.

“That was an excellent joke, Ken Jewell,” Nika giggled. “You said going out on a limb like the terrifying women who are going out on limbs to come after us!”

“Those are the dead dryads,” Tamzin explained. “They help guard the grove against attack. Just try not to look them in the eyes if you can help it.”

Movement continued to flicker on the edges of my vision, but I still didn’t see anyone until we passed the final line of gold and pink branches and set foot in the open clearing. Then dozens of slender figures stepped forward from the shadows, and in only a few seconds, they had us completely surrounded.

“Uh, Tamzin?” I cleared my throat.

“It is all part of the ceremony,” Tamzin whispered. “Don’t worry, if it goes badly, we will just move quickly!”

“That’s comforting,” I muttered.

I focused my attention on the women directly in front of us. One of them was clearly the leader, but the four others flanked her and stepped forward to leave the rest of the eight dryads in the background. There was so much movement in the branches and along the trunks that it was hard to only focus on these five, but every time I tried to see the other figures moving around, they flitted around so fast that it was impossible to follow them.

The only dryads who weren’t moving were the five women in front of us and another eight in the background behind them. These must be the Elder, the four Matriarchs, and the eight Maidens. Their faces didn’t look like they were eager to negotiate, but since they didn’t just attack right away, I figured we must be doing something right.

The Elder was taller than me, and she was so slender that it was impossible to tell where her waist ended and her hips began. Long green hair hung down her back in a loose braid, but where Tamzin’s hair looked like bright moss, this dryad’s hair looked like limp willow branches. Her face was thin and pinched like she had been chewing on something sour for the last twenty years, and it made her overall look a little bit like a dried-up willow tree.

“So you have decided to return,” the Elder addressed Tamzin. “You have less than five words to explain why you brought these strangers and this… human… to our grove.”

Tamzin didn’t even hesitate. “I want what’s mine.”

“Never,” the Elder said with a wicked smile.

Burp raised his war hammer and stepped forward with a snarl. Sawsaw immediately caught him by the scruff of his neck, whispered something to him about being patient, and then just held on tight as the Elder glared at the little goblin.

“I am not asking for my trees,” Tamzin said. “I am only asking for my seeds and seedlings. I will also be taking as many of my saplings as can be safely transplanted.”

“You make these demands of your grove now, after you abandoned us?” the Elder demanded.

“I do not belong to your grove anymore, Elder,” Tamzin said as her hair began to flicker with green light. “I am now a member of Grove Jewell, and these are the other members of my grove.”

“Impossible,” the Elder spat. “Did you really think that if you came back with these… others… we would be so surprised that we would give you whatever you wanted? These are not grove members. These are not anything but riffraff from the upper underdark. Goblins, Tamzin? A human? And an orc? Really? Next you will tell me there is a dwarf under that little blonde elf girl’s skirt.”

Akana lunged forward with her little black claws flexed, but Abby actually caught her by the arm and held her back. When my little goth princess shoved her black hair out of her face, she grunted, and Abby kissed her cheek.

“That’s two orcs, actually,” Abby said as she slipped her hand into her sister’s and gave the Elder a smile that looked as evil as it did sweet. “And I am a siren. Not an elf.”

The bark-faced woman curled her lip in disgust. “It doesn’t matter what you or any of these creatures say, Tamzin. You are a member of this grove and will be until you die, even if that may be sooner than you realize. You must be punished for abandoning us and your charges.”

“She was captured by humans,” Nika sighed. “And in case you’ve never met any, let me be the first to tell you that they are not all as tall and handsome and generous and magnificent as Ken Jewell!”

“What is a Ken Jewell?” the Elder demanded.

“That would be me,” I said. “The human who rescued Tamzin from the human jail, the leader of Clan Jewell or Grove Jewell, whichever you prefer, and Tamzin’s husband.”

“The human jail?” several voices repeated at the outer edges of the clearing, but their owners continued to flit around too quickly for me to follow.

“Yes, the humans put her in their human jail before our husband rescued her,” Khara said, and then her whole chest began to vibrate with a low growl. “Which you would know if you had asked her.”

“No one asked you, orc.” The Elder’s thin mouth twisted up even more, as if she was sucking on a lemon.

“Do not speak to her that way,” Tamzin warned, and now the veins under her dark skin began to glimmer with flashes of green light. “The Great Kharazugelphi is my sister, and you will show her respect.”

The flicker of recognition that passed across the Elder’s face told me that she had heard of the fearsome General of Molgre Dhodh, and I couldn’t help smirking at the fact that she legitimately seemed afraid. I glanced at the four Matriarchs behind her and at the eight Maidens behind them, but their faces were all difficult to read. I could tell they were worried, and I guessed the rest of the grove members were, too. The other dryads and nymphs who all flitted around us sounded like nervous leaves all scattering back and forth in the wind.

The Elder regained her composure a second later, but before she could say anything, one of the four Matriarchs right behind her stepped forward. She laid her hand on the Elder’s arm, and I noticed that even though she was just as tall and straight as the Elder, her face was a little kinder. Her skin was pure white like a sycamore tree, and her hair hung down her back in light-brown dreadlocks.

“It is only fair for Tamzin to take her seeds and seedlings,” the Matriarch told the Elder. “She has raised them, and they barely respond to us, anyway.”

“I’m not interested in fair,” the Elder sneered.

“The cost will not be worth it,” the sycamore-faced Matriarch said as she gave us a nervous glance. “They have axes.”

“And I have the four of you and the eight Maidens,” the Elder said triumphantly. “That is more than enough to dispose of these creatures.”

“What does that mean?” Athena whispered beside me. “Does it mean none of the dryads want to be our friends?”

Just hearing how sad my little goblin daughter was at the prospect of not making friends here made me tempted to cut down every last tree in the grove. These fucking dryads should be so lucky to have my brilliant daughter as their friend, and if they didn’t realize that, then I wanted to make them all suffer. But that would hurt Tamzin just as much as it would hurt the other dryads, and I would never do that to my wife.

Instead, I just channeled all my rage into my grip on my axe so that the moment Tamzin gave us the signal that negotiations were over, I would be ready to chop that sneer right off the Elder’s face.

“But you presume we will all fight with you,” the sycamore-faced Matriarch said quietly to her Elder. “Tamzin has a right to her seeds.”

“She could also be lying about leaving her trees here,” a short-haired Matriarch said. “She has the power to kill them and leave the power of our own grove broken.”

“It’s so nice of you to finally acknowledge my power,” Tamzin stated. “Did it hurt very much to let my praises escape your lips?”

“Believe me, it will not happen again,” the Matriarch replied.

“You will each have to make your own choice,” the Elder said. “But look at the companions Tamzin has chosen for herself, and decide for yourself whether that is someone you would choose to associate with.”

“I will abide by your decision, Elder, but I do not think there is any need for bloodshed,” another Matriarch said, and this dryad had long vertical eyes that looked like the bark of a tree had been stripped in two places.

“Will you not at least let her take her seeds without a fight?” the sycamore-faced Matriarch asked.

“I will not,” the Elder answered.

“Tamzin was always more interested in the human world than she was in our own,” the short-haired Matriarch said. “I am not surprised to find that she has taken up with a human and all these goblins.”

“And orcs,” the last Matriarch said with disgust. “And a tiny siren.”

That was it.

These bark-faced women had insulted my family for the last time. It was bad enough that they looked down on Tamzin, Khara, and Nika, but my wives could stand up for themselves. But now that they’d insulted my kids, I’d had more than fucking enough.

“You will not speak about my family like that.” I took a step forward, and unlike with my kids, no one tried to pull me back. “Give Tamzin what belongs to her, or I’ll chop down everything I can swing my axe at.”

I could tell based on the Elder’s facial expression that she was already planning to tell us no again, and when Tamzin spoke, I figured she had guessed the same thing.

“You think sirens, orcs, goblins, and humans are so bad?” My dryad wife gave a mischievous smile. “Now I really wish I had brought my other sister. You’d love her. She’s a pint-sized, feisty, redheaded, building genius of a dwarf.”

Honestly, I was surprised that steam didn’t immediately start spewing out of the Elder’s bark-like ears. Tamzin’s words seemed to have genuinely stunned her though, and I couldn’t help but grin at the look of shock on the Elder’s face. Of all the underdark races, I was pretty sure the dryads hated the dwarves most of all, and it had to be absolutely killing the Elder to know that Tamzin was now sisters with one.

While the Elder was still spluttering, my dryad wife locked eyes with the sycamore-faced Matriarch. The other woman gave a single tiny nod, and after Tamzin returned the gesture, she glanced over at me.

“Remember what I said, my love,” Tamzin whispered. “See you on the other side.”

Then all hell broke loose.
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Chapter 20

Tamzin leaped forward and buried her fingers in the Elder’s neck. She inhaled so deeply that her mossy hair flashed with green lightning, but then the Elder grabbed my wife’s wrist and bent it back so sharply that it nearly snapped.

Tamzin’s forearm muscles tensed and doubled in size just long enough to break the grip of the other woman. The moment she was free of the Elder’s grasp, she clawed her fingers into her chest, but a flurry of bodies made it impossible to see what happened next.

Just as Tamzin attacked the Elder, the rest of my family instantly sprang into action like Tasmanian devils who’d just snorted their body weight in cocaine. Khara hurtled forward like somebody had just released her from a slingshot, but she grabbed Akana on her way and launched our daughter through the air first. My little goth princess landed on the shoulders of one of the enemy Matriarchs, and she instantly started using her claws and teeth on every inch of the dryad’s exposed skin.

Khara joined our daughter a moment later, but when the short-haired Matriarch tried to pull Akana off her friend’s shoulders, the orc warrior lost it. She grabbed the short-haired dryad from behind and jerked her back so hard that a mix of bile and air shot out of the Matriarch’s mouth. Then Khara pushed her down on her knees, gripped either side of the woman’s skull, and let out her bloodcurdling war cry.

Even the trees seemed to fall totally motionless at the sound of the orc warrior’s earsplitting cry. Then it started to fade from the air a few seconds later, and everyone went back to fighting like they hadn’t just seen their lives flash before their eyes.

Except for the short-haired Matriarch.

She had messed with the wrong little goth girl.

Akana kept running up and down the other Matriarch’s body like it was a tree limb and she was trying to find all the best places to chop. But while my daughter dodged and bit and avoided every blow from the ancient dryad, her mother didn’t waste any time in teasing the short-haired Matriarch. She just tightened her grip on either side of the dryad’s skull and then twisted it sharply.

The Matriarch might have been ancient, but she was no match for the Great Kharazugelphi. Even after her neck snapped and her head sank to the side, Khara didn’t let go of her skull. She just kept squeezing the woman’s dense bones with a look of cold anger more terrifying than any expression she’d ever worn during her pregnancy. Finally, my orc wife pushed her hands together so hard that she completely crumpled the dead dryad’s skull like a wadded-up ball of paper.

Blood and brains spurted all over her forearms. Khara only paused long enough to drag her tongue along her arm just once, but the way she licked her lips told me she was more than satisfied with her kill. She dropped the Matriarch’s body and whirled to face the others, but by now, the surprise of the first few seconds of the fight had worn off, and the rest of the dryads were on the move.

The eight Maidens all rushed into the fight to help the Elder and the two remaining enemy Matriarchs, but two of the Maidens were met by the sycamore-faced Matriarch who had chosen to side with us. She caught them both by their throats, inhaled a deep gulp of their life force, and then turned into a total fucking Bruce Lee.

The friendly Matriarch slammed her open palm into the chest of one Maiden so hard that I heard her bones crack. Then she grabbed the arm of the second Maiden, twisted it behind her back, and pushed her into an oncoming group of three more Maidens. She knocked them over like bowling pins, but more of the Maidens swarmed her, and I lost sight of the sycamore-faced Matriarch in the middle of all the fighting.

Besides, I had my own Matriarch to worry about.

Only a few seconds had passed since we all went berserk, but I hadn’t done my part, so I lunged forward to attack the Matriarch with the long vertical eyes like two gashes in a tree trunk. Her arms were growing longer by the second, and I wondered if this was some kind of older dryad ability. It looked like for every inch her arms gained in length, they also gained in strength. She seemed supremely confident in herself as she shot out one arm toward my throat, but I never even gave her the chance to touch me.

My axe bit into her wrist instead. She had made her muscles so dense that even with the full force of my swing behind it, the blade only sank in less than an inch. She hardened her muscles even more to keep the blade inside her skin though, and I had to admit I was impressed by her commitment, despite the blood streaming down her wrist.

The Matriarch pulled her arm back toward herself to try and grab me with her other long limb, but I wasn’t having it. I kept one hand wrapped around the axe handle, pulled out my buck knife with the other, and plunged it into the woman’s side the moment she brought me close enough to try and steal my breath.

She still gasped in surprise, but she was too stunned by my knife in her ribs to actually inhale any of my breath and regenerate her power. Her forearm lost a little of its denseness, just enough for me to pull my axe back out, and then before her powerful legs could kick me hard enough to send me flying all the way back to the drow city, I twisted my knife in her ribs at the same time I swung the axe down onto the top of her skull.

The axe blade gave her an instant new part straight down the center of her head. Dark blood seeped out into the Matriarch’s hair, and even though her eyes had already started to glaze over, I pulled my knife out and thrust the blade through her thick muscles and straight into her heart. After one more axe blow that neatly split the top of her skull in two like a watermelon, I pulled both my weapons back out of her skin and looked around to check on the rest of my family.

Abby and Athena had cornered a group of dryads on the fringes who had decided to try and join the fight on the losing side. More dryads than I imagined had rushed forward when the Maiden leaders did, but maybe that was because only one Matriarch had sided with Tamzin. Maybe that upset the delicate balance of power in the dryad grove in a way that I didn’t quite understand.

Or maybe they had just rushed into the fight because Khara and I had already killed two of their Matriarchs, and everybody was panicking.

Abby kept trying to hum a song as she and Athena went after the dryads, but every time she got a few notes out, she burst into laughter and had to start all over again. I had no idea what was so damn funny, but Athena couldn’t stop giggling, either.

When the little blonde siren finally managed to get a whole line of her song out, I realized why they couldn’t stop laughing. Her song was one of the most polite tunes that I’d ever heard from my little girl. It asked very nicely if any of the dryads would like to be their friends and play with them. As soon as one of the dryads started to drift forward away from her companions, Abby quickly moved onto the next line of her song, and the lyrics told the dryad all about my little girls’ favorite game to play with their friends:

Twister.

The dryad who had taken the bait immediately twisted her arm behind her back so sharply that it looked like it was about to break. Abby just kept singing though, and now the woman tried to turn her foot all the way around backward. Her ankle groaned and popped, but she still couldn’t quite break her own bones, even though Abby’s song of friendship demanded it.

“I’ll help you,” Athena giggled, and then my murderous curly-haired daughter bounced forward and gave a gentle push to throw the dryad off balance.

She fell backward, straight onto her twisted arm. Her shoulder gave a resounding crack like a newly felled tree, and Athena instantly pounced on her and jumped up and down on her collarbone to make a new series of cracks and snaps. Then Akana hurtled forward out of nowhere to join her. She started to shred the felled dryad’s stomach with her black claws and a look of grim determination, while Abby started singing her song again and luring in a new group of dryads to play Twister with them.

It was almost enough to make me feel bad for the dryads.

But only almost.

Because then I remembered how much Tamzin had tried to negotiate with these women at first and how only one Matriarch had opposed the Elder. Everyone else seemed perfectly content telling my dryad wife to fuck off, and that meant they could all get fucked now.

My siren daughter wasn’t the only one who was singing, either.

“Stabby stabby punch, I’ll eat your brains for lunch!” Nika sang as she skipped around and switched back and forth between punching and stabbing every dryad she came across. “Your skulls will all go crunch, and I’ll save your eyes for brunch!”

The gob boys kept snorting with laughter every time they heard their mother come up with a new rhyme for her bloody song, and even I had to admit that it was hard not to grin when the only sounds in the clearing were the low growls of the dryad, the terrifying war cry of Khara, and my goblin wife’s ridiculously cheerful song.

Luckily, Sawsaw and Shitter did a good job keeping the boys focused for the most part, and they worked in teams of two to stab, bite, and claw any dryads they could get their little green hands on.

I wasn’t at all surprised by how ferociously my family met the strength of the dryads. But I was surprised when the littlest unnamed gob took a tottering step forward and then slowly picked up one small stone, like he was about to skip rocks across a smooth lake instead of helping his family stay alive against a grove full of freaky strong dryads. I knew he was half-Nika and half-me, but I still started to worry that maybe he was too calm and wasn’t interested in fighting at all.

But then the little dude threw the stone.

He whirled around like a spinning top and hurled it at something behind me with more force than the burliest player at the Highland Games. The stone whizzed right by my ear, and when I glanced over my shoulder to follow its trajectory, I watched the rock bury itself in the forehead of one of the creepy dead dryads who had been crawling on all fours toward my back.

She wailed and collapsed as the rock exited the back of her skull, but by the time I turned back around to tell the little dude what a nice shot that was, I found that he was already on the move like a tiny bolt of green lightning. He zigzagged from one target to the next, and he didn’t seem to care if they were Maidens, Matriarchs, or other dryads foolish enough to still be on the sidelines.

My youngest son plowed into one of the Maidens like a bulldozer and snapped her knee, but before she could grab him, he jumped up and used his feet to kick off her chest and propel him toward another Maiden. His teeth tore out a clump of her hair at the same time his nails clawed deep gashes into her neck. She yelped and tried to pull him off herself, but the unnamed gob just slid down her arm like he was rappelling down a mountain, only his nails tore off giant chunks of her skin like peeling bark as he fell.

Then he just ping-ponged himself into one of the Maidens Khara was fighting. His teeth severed the tendons in the back of her ankle before she could even try and kick him away, but Khara grabbed her arm and twisted it behind her back first. She tried to knock her head back into the orc warrior at the same time she flailed her feet into the air toward the little unnamed goblin.

The little dude just gave an evil laugh like someone completely off their rocker. He grabbed one of the Matriarch’s flailing feet, clamped his jaws down on one of her toes, and then just bit the whole thing off.

He didn’t even eat it. He just spat the toe out, laughed again as the dark blood spurted from the dryad’s foot and sprayed all over him, and then left her in Khara’s hands so he could go sink his teeth into another enemy’s hamstrings.

He was a total little berserker, and I had never been more proud.

Or unnerved.

This little bastard had been as silent as the dead since his birth, so that maniacal laugh he’d let out mid-murder was the first thing I’d ever heard from him.

It was pretty fucking cute though, in a Hannibal Lecter sort of way.

As my youngest son streaked around the clearing like a tiny, roid-fueled ninja turtle, I felt a vise-like grip lock onto my throat from behind. I didn’t even bother slamming my head back or trying to twist free. The dryad’s fingers were already pressing into my skin like they were about to rupture it with sheer force, so I just shifted my grip on my axe and rammed the butt of the handle backward as hard as I could.

My attacker flew backward with a gasp, but she was too far from me to inhale any of my breath and recover herself. She just tumbled back into Timber’s arms, and the moment she tried to rip my son’s face off, he clawed hers off first instead.

There was no time to congratulate Timber on the swiftness of the kill. Right after Timber tore off the offending dryad’s face, I saw the Elder finally break free of her fight with Tamzin. Several of the Maidens and other dryads from outside the clearing had rushed forward to surround her. Tamzin was trying to break through them to get to the bark-faced woman again, but she was having a hard time even with Nika’s help.

My goblin wife had focused her stabby stabby punch efforts on the dryads directly around the Elder, but every time she got close enough to hurt them, they took a little of Nika’s life force and sent her spinning. They didn’t seem able to drain any of Tamzin’s breath, but they still managed to form a solid wall to keep my two wives from getting to the Elder. And every time Nika or Tamzin almost managed to pry the dryads apart from each other or almost pried them into pieces, the dryads just shimmered with green light and made their muscles as solid and unbreakable as rocks.

And in the middle of the protective circle, the Elder was standing tall with her arms outstretched toward the tree roots high above her. There was a faint rumbling over our heads, and then the branches of all the trees around us began to sway and creak back and forth.

The branches moved slowly at first, like dancers frozen in time who were slowly waking up and trying to hear the rhythm of the music again. But the more the roots rumbled overhead, the faster the branches started to move, until one limb after another began to twist around like snakes looking for someone to strangle.

“Get out of the clearing!” Tamzin cried. “She’s calling on the trees!”

I looked around for a possible retreat route where we could pull back and face the dryads outside the center of their grove, but now there seemed to be dryads everywhere. They were all just watching us silently from every direction that I turned, as if it was their most solemn duty in life to just watch our fight but not participate unless they absolutely had to.

We could have pushed through the ring of dryads and even through the fluttering nymphs behind them, but it only took a second for me to see the dead dryads making their way through the crowd. They were all dropping down from the trees and crawling toward us with their heads spinning like Japanese horror movie demons every time their limbs took them another step forward.

We could fight our way past them, just like we could fight our way past the rest of the dryads on the sidelines, but it would slow us down, and it would also leave us more vulnerable if we exposed our backs to the dryad leaders. I would much rather face the dryad leaders head-on, while the gobs took care of guarding us against the creepy, crawling dead dryads.

“Then you better call on the trees louder!” I shouted back. “Because we’re staying right here!”

Tamzin immediately stretched her arms up as high as they would go. She flung her head back with a toss of her mossy green curls, and the thunder overhead grew even louder than it had for the Elder. Several Maidens and dryads darted toward Tamzin to try and stop her from calling on the trees, but Nika was at her side and bared her teeth at all the incoming dryads.

She clawed the cheek off the first one who tried to get past her, and while she left the flesh hanging in strips from the woman’s cheek, Nika popped her finger into her mouth and sucked the dryad’s blood off like a lollipop.

“Sawsaw!” I called. “Shitter! Have the gobs guard the perimeter!”

Sawsaw and Shitter both yelled to confirm that they’d heard me. From the corner of my eye, I saw all the gobs moving into position to keep the creepy dead dryads out of the clearing. Khara and the Matriarch on our side were still squared off against another Maiden, and my little trio of mischievous daughters seemed to be everywhere all at once.

I trusted my family to take care of themselves, but as much as I would have loved to watch them act like their best monster selves, I was more concerned with watching Tamzin’s back.

I swung my axe at a Maiden standing between me and my dryad wife. She was tall and thin like the rest of the dryads, with skin almost as dark as Tamzin’s, but her eyes were wide and green. She blocked my first swing by catching my wrist in her iron grip, and then she smiled as if this should make me immediately surrender.

I just rocketed my free elbow up toward her chin.

It snapped her head back, but she didn’t release my wrist like I thought she might. Instead, she snapped her head down, and I felt the breath start to leave my body as the green-eyed Maiden inhaled my life force. She latched onto my wrist with her other hand at the same time, and when both hands were secure around my forearm, her muscles started to ripple in a wave all the way down from her shoulders.

She was going to try to break my wrist. Hell, she might try to tear my hand off completely. I’d seen Tamzin do fucking crazy shit when her muscles rippled like that, and I wasn’t about to find out if this dryad was even sort of as strong as my wife. I could feel my head beginning to spin as her inhale continued, but I stayed totally still for a moment. She probably thought I would panic or black out, but Tamzin and I had exchanged breaths enough times for fun that I knew exactly what was coming.

When she finished her inhale, it left me dizzy, but it also left her so high that her green eyes rolled into the back of her head. She savored the moment of pleasure for only half a second, but that was half a second too long. The moment her fingertips began to dig into my wrist, I dropped my axe, twisted my body to catch it with my free hand, and then swung it backward straight into the dryad’s hip.

Dark blood instantly began dribbling down her leg, and she only managed a little cry before I grabbed her by the hair and then rested the blade of my weapon against her neck.

“Give it back,” I growled. “Or I swear to the Holy Twins that I will chop you down where you stand.”

The woman gave a shaky exhale. A flood of renewed strength entered my muscles, and I instantly flung the dryad to the side so I could continue toward my wife.

Tamzin was standing motionless with her arms held high and her head flung back as she called on the trees of her grove, and Nika was still acting like a one-woman army to keep the attacking dryads off her. Whatever Tamzin was doing to the trees seemed to be working since none of them had attacked us, but the branches continued to moan and creak like they couldn’t decide if they wanted to listen to my wife or to the Elder.

The Elder was still standing firm inside the protective circle of Maidens and dryads, and her sour, dried-up face was still raised toward the tree roots. It looked like she was chanting under her breath, and every few seconds, the branches that surrounded the clearing all whipped toward us in a frenzy.

Once, a branch caught Athena by the ankle, but before it could toss her up into the air, the littlest unnamed gob hurtled out of nowhere and stabbed the limb with a rock so fast that his arms were a total blur. As soon as the branch started to leak sap, the tree dropped Athena, and then both little gobs raced toward a limb that had snaked itself around Akana’s waist.

They quickly freed her from the tree’s grip too, and I said a silent thanks to the unnamed little dude who was proving to be such a total badass. It allowed him and my daughters to tear up everyone in their path inside the clearing, and it was a good thing too, since the rest of my goblin sons had their hands full guarding the perimeter of the clearing.

More and more dead dryads crawled toward us from every direction. Sawsaw and Shitter each shouted orders to their troops to make sure the creepy dead women were held back, but they also had to guard against the crowd of dryads constantly pressing forward to try and help their Elder. Still, the dead dryads were a lot fucking scarier, especially since no matter how many times my sons killed them, they just kept coming back.

I guessed that was just what happened when you tried to kill something that was already dead.

When I looked at the dead dryads head-on, they looked like terrifying dark shadows with skeleton-like faces, but every time I glanced over my shoulder to check my six, the dead women looked like complete skeletons, only with strips of flesh hanging off their bones and fire burning in their eyes. None of their joints looked right, and every time they crawled forward, it seemed like they dislocated another part of their body. Their hands were complete claws though, and once, I saw one open her jaw wide and reveal thorn-like bones in place of her teeth.

My kids looked like they were handling the clearing perimeter just fine though, and this let me focus all my attention on helping guard Tamzin against all the dryads who were trying to attack her and stop her from calling on the trees. Tamzin and the Elder clearly seemed to be pretty evenly matched. The trees went back and forth between helping each of them, but every now and then, they seemed to get confused about whose side they were supposed to be on.

Then they stopped helping anyone until one of the two women gained the upper hand again.

Khara’s ear-splitting war cry suddenly filled the grove, and I glanced over to see that she and the sycamore-faced Matriarch had finished off another Maiden. The orc warrior had her feet planted in the dead dryad’s stomach, and she held up the woman’s heart triumphantly.

“Your allies are dwindling fast!” I yelled to the Elder. “Give up now, and save the rest of your grove!”

When she heard my voice, the Elder lost her concentration, and this forced her to look down at the clearing full of corpses, including the three dead enemy Matriarchs and the heart still bleeding in Khara’s hand. For a moment, the Elder looked so upset that I thought she would fold, but then her thin mouth curled into a snarl.

“No!” the Elder shouted. “We will never surrender to a human!”

“It’s your fucking funeral,” I muttered, but based on the concerned looks of the rest of the dryads around us, I got the feeling they were all starting to be a lot more concerned about their own funerals than the Elder’s.

Then the Elder started to grow.

At first, it was just her legs that grew longer. Her thighs and calves lengthened until she was a solid two feet taller than she had been, but then her arms also started to grow. And they didn’t just stretch. They grew thicker and stronger, like tree branches that had been fucking soaked in Miracle-Gro. The trees all around the edges of the clearing started to pick up on the anger of the eight-foot-tall Elder, and Tamzin’s voice of reason suddenly seemed to have much less of an impact on them than before.

“Abby, like we practiced!” Tamzin cried.

Immediately, my siren daughter stood up from her latest kill. She grabbed hold of one of the tree limbs that was trying to strangle her, and even though my heart somersaulted inside my chest, I quickly realized that I had nothing to worry about as soon as she started to sing.

The moment the first notes filled the air, the branch stopped trying to strangle her. Instead, it bent around and formed a seat for my little girl, and then it carried her high into the air so her crystal-clear voice could fill the entire grove. Her little voice sounded like a bell as she sang high above us, and the more she sang, the more the rest of the branches in the grove began to calm down.

At the same time, the Elder just kept getting louder and louder. At eight feet tall, she looked like a walking tree with an angry face straight out of a nightmare, and she called on the trees over and over again to attack us and protect the grove. But Tamzin kept whispering words I couldn’t hear, and between her voice and my siren daughter’s song, the trees kept growing even calmer.

Then all of the trees turned on the dryads.

The branches that had just been after my family now all looped their fingers around the dryads, nymphs, and remaining Maidens. Other limbs scooped up the dead dryads and threw them toward the edges of the grove so they had to crawl all the way back toward us again, but even then, the dead women had to make it past the whirlwind of tree branches that swept back and forth across the ground to block their path.

Khara lunged toward one of the Maidens protecting the Elder. When she sank her fangs into the dryad’s neck, that was the final straw. The Elder roared and shot out her arms like a spinning windmill. It knocked over all the dryads around her, along with Khara and Nika, but Tamzin and I stood far enough away that she couldn’t reach us.

But not for long.

Nika pushed herself up from the ground and immediately kicked one of the dryads who was also trying to push herself up. The dryad fell back down on her face, and Nika promptly twisted and then dropped down on top of her with an elbow to her spine like a pro wrestler.

“Do not worry, Ken Jewell!” Nika cried. “We will keep everyone else busy so you can destroy the Elder yourself!”

“Uh, Nika, I don’t know if--” But I didn’t get to finish my protest.

The Elder stretched her branch-like arms up high and then flung them toward me. Her fingers had turned into claws, and she scraped them down my forearm before I swung my axe up and sliced one finger-claw clean off.

I followed up my first swing by stabbing my buck knife into the middle of her palm. It sank in deeply, but she instantly whipped her arm back toward herself with so much force that I had to let go of the knife.

I just gripped my axe.

The moment I locked eyes with the Elder, the rest of the grove seemed to disappear around me. The only sounds I could really hear were my own heartbeat in my ears and the faint melody of Abby’s song, but even that seemed to come from very far away. I felt surprisingly calm considering the fact that I was squared off against an eight-foot-tall dryad with claws for hands, but I knew something she didn’t.

She had already fucking lost.

The rest of her grove had already lost confidence in her, and even the trees had turned their back on her once Tamzin and Abby started talking and singing to them. She had lost the three Matriarchs on her side, a number of her Maidens, and a lot of her dryads, too.

It wasn’t my fault she still couldn’t admit she was wrong.

The next time she swung her long arms at me, I was ready for her. I made sure it looked like I was going to swing toward her right arm, and then at the very last second, I switched the direction my hatchet blade faced and brought it home into her left forearm. The sharp blade bit into her tough skin, and when she grabbed at the back of my shirt with her other hand, I just ripped the axe out and sent it into a backward chop.

The Elder howled and pulled both her arms back toward herself. This time, I didn’t wait for her to attack me. Her arms were both already bleeding, but I needed to damage her torso if I wanted to put her down quickly.

“Nika, knife!” I shouted.

My goblin wife lobbed her dagger toward me without hesitation, blade first. I snatched it out of the air by the handle, even if it was a close fucking call, and then I sprinted forward with the dagger in my left hand and my axe in my right. I was headed straight for the Elder, but she was already stretching her long arms back toward me.

Then my youngest son cannonballed down from the sky.

I didn’t even know where he’d come from. All I knew was that one second, he hadn’t been there, and the next second, he was plummeting straight down onto the Elder’s head. He scratched, bit, and tore every inch of her hair and skull, and by the time she finally threw him off, it was already too late for her.

My dagger had pierced her abdomen.

Her skin was tough as tree bark, but I pushed the blade in with all the strength I could summon. It plunged into her stomach all the way up to the hilt, and then before she could grab me and toss me aside like she had done to the littlest gob, I swung my axe into the side of her rib cage like I was felling a tree.

She wailed, but I had already released my grip on the dagger so I could grasp the axe with two hands again. It carved into her waist, and this time, it sank in almost six inches. As dark blood started to pour down her side, she stumbled backward, but I stayed right on top of her and hacked my axe into her waist again.

Now, the blade went all the way to her spine. The Elder tottered back and forth like a tree that was trying to decide which way to fall. When she finally toppled over backward, there was so much blood leaking from her abdomen that I knew she was done for. All that was left was to put her out of her misery.

I moved toward her head and raised my axe. Before I could swing it down onto her exposed neck, Tamzin grabbed my arm. When she tightened her grip on my bicep, I slowly lowered my arms and raised my eyebrow.

“Wait just a moment, please,” Tamzin whispered. “Elder, if you surrender now, it’s possible we could heal you with enough breath.”

Based on the way the dying Elder’s lip curled, I could already tell what her answer would be before she even spoke.

“Never,” the bark-faced woman spat.

“Suit yourself,” I said and then looked at Tamzin. “Do you have any other last words for her?”

Tamzin’s grim expression was tinged with sadness, but she shook her head, and I didn’t wait to see if the Elder had any last words of her own. I just brought the axe down with all my strength onto her neck.

She was already so weak from blood loss that her muscles weren’t as dense as they had been a few minutes ago, and my axe carved into her throat like butter all the way to her spine.

Only two more chops, and her head was completely severed from her body.

My forearms and chest were covered in blood when I straightened up, and I took a deep breath before I faced the rest of the grove. I half-expected some of the remaining dryads to put up a fight or try to avenge their Elder, but as I turned around to look at the clearing, I saw that every single one of them had dropped to their knees.

“Now, hands up, like this!” Nika instructed, and all the dryads instantly followed her example, raised their hands, and placed them on the backs of their heads.

Abby had stopped singing, and all the trees had fallen quiet again. The dead dryads were nowhere to be seen, and I guessed that meant they had either given up after the Elder’s death, or maybe the trees had flung them far enough away that it would take them a while to get back to the clearing.

My goblin sons and trio of daughters all formed a circle facing out along the edges of the clearing. None of the dryads seemed interested in drawing any more attention to themselves, but my children all watched them closely to make sure of it.

I was most surprised by the appearance of the little unnamed gob, though. He had been a total green berserker during the fight, but now that the battle was over, he was sitting cross-legged like a tiny meditating monk covered in blood and twigs.

Sawsaw caught me looking at the little gob, and he just grinned and shrugged.

“Littlest gob crazy,” Sawsaw chuckled.

“Fuck yeah, he is,” I snickered. “He must take after both his parents.”

While my kids guarded the perimeter, Khara also stalked the circle like a panther looking for the slightest sign of movement, and the sycamore-faced Matriarch who had fought on our side stood in the middle of the clearing as she gazed at all the destruction in the grove.

Nika was still busy instructing all the surrendered dryads how to behave like they were surrendered, but Tamzin stood quietly by the Elder’s severed head. There would be time to address the rest of the grove and figure out our next steps, but right now, I was only concerned with making sure my dryad wife was alright.

“Tamzin?” I rested my hand gently on her lower back. “You okay?”

Tamzin leaned against my hand, and I slipped my arm completely around her waist. At first, she just rested her head on my shoulder, and she seemed totally oblivious to the fact that the blood on my chest was now soaking into her hair. She took a deep breath but was careful not to inhale any of my life force, and then she straightened up and turned to look at me.

“Thank you for asking, my love,” the stunning dryad said with a smile. “I am fine. I was only sad that even at the end, the Elder could not admit her mistake and acknowledge that Grove Jewell is superior to all other groves.”

“It’s her loss,” I said. “I would have been happy to ally with her if she had just given you what you asked for, but she made her choice.”

“And she got what she deserved for that choice,” Tamzin spat. “All of the dryads who fought against us earned their deaths. I am only grateful that none of the trees were truly injured in the fight.”

“So, what now?” I asked. “We get your seeds and everything and just head out?”

“There will need to be a new Elder,” Tamzin replied with a shake of her bloodstained, mossy green curls. “The grove will also need new Matriarchs and new Maidens. You killed the Elder, so it would fall to you to appoint the next one.”

“Shit,” I muttered. “Do we have to?”

“Only if we want the grove to continue to exist,” Tamzin answered. “If we appoint no one to these positions, and I tell my full-grown trees to wither away, then the power of the grove will break, and these dryads will all scatter in every direction.”

“Please, Tamzin,” the sycamore-faced Matriarch said as she dropped to her knees in the middle of the clearing. “Please, Ken Jewell. Show mercy on us, even though we do not deserve it.”

“Why should we?” I demanded. “You all never appreciated my wife when she was a member of this grove, and now you want her to show you mercy?”

“The younger dryads will all be enslaved by the drow if you break the power of this grove,” the Matriarch pleaded. “All of these trees will die, not just the ones that you raised to adulthood.”

“We are sorry for not recognizing your power and potential earlier,” another woman said, and I recognized her as one of the few Maidens who was still alive. “We will accept any punishment you give us, but please do not harm the trees or the nymphs.”

“Please, forgive us,” another Maiden said.

The nymphs and dryads who were scattered throughout the grove quietly pleaded for their lives too, even though Nika kept hissing at them to be quiet and accept our judgment without question. Now that everyone had stopped flitting around, it was easier to see the younger dryads. Some of the nymphs still looked like young women, but they all looked terrified. Despite the fact that everybody had just tried to kill us, I couldn’t help feeling bad for them. They should have made their own choices, but they couldn’t help that their leader had been a total shit-for-brains.

“It’s your call, babe,” I told Tamzin. “This was your grove, so you decide what you want to do.”

Tamzin took a deep breath, and I thought my dryad wife had never looked so mesmerizing before.

“We could light the whole grove on fire and be done with it,” Nika suggested before Tamzin could reply. “It would be so easy, and there would be no clean-up!”

“No,” Tamzin sighed. “I would like to show mercy, if only for the sake of the trees. I will not tell my trees to wither away. I will leave them here, and I will only take my seeds, seedlings, and saplings. They are all I wanted in the first place.”

The entire grove let out a collective sigh of relief. A few nymphs passed out toward the back ranks of dryads, but the tree branches gently nudged them back upright, and all the women in the grove bowed their faces low toward us.

“Oh, thank you!” the sycamore-faced Matriarch said. “You are so--”

“Not so fast,” I interrupted. “I’ll go along with Tamzin’s plan to show mercy, but I’ve got a couple conditions.”

“Name them, and they will be done,” the Matriarch replied.

I pulled Tamzin to the side. I asked her in a low voice that no one else could hear about who she recommended for all the open positions left by the dead dryads, and after I had a list, I turned back to face the sycamore-faced Matriarch.

“First off, I’m gonna name the new round of leaders,” I said. “You showed wisdom during negotiations, so you’ll be the new Elder.”

The woman bowed deeply, and she remained bowing while I pointed out four new Matriarchs and eight new Maidens. There were only three Maidens who were still alive after the fight, and I allowed them to keep their positions since they would be under new leadership now. After I had appointed everyone to their new positions, I moved on to my second condition.

“Second of all,” I continued, “this grove will never antagonize Clan Jewell again. None of the trees, dryads, or dead dryads will ever attack us or seek to do us harm in any way.”

“Of course,” the new Elder said.

“And finally,” I said, “if Clan Jewell ever calls on your grove for help, you will answer, and you will give us whatever help we require.”

“Absolutely,” the sycamore-faced Elder said. “You have my word, and that stands for the word of every dryad and tree who belongs to this grove.”

“The word of the Elder is given,” the new Matriarchs stated in unison.

“Our word is given with her,” the new Maidens echoed.

“Their word speaks for us,” the rest of the grove chimed in. “The word of the Elder is given.”

It was both a little spooky and a fucking adrenaline rush to hear every dryad in the grove pledge their oath of loyalty to Clan Jewell in unison. I was glad that Tamzin had decided to show them mercy. I didn’t know if I’d ever need to call on their help in the future, but it couldn’t be a bad idea to have a bunch of insanely strong women who could talk to trees on my side.

It just might come in handy one day.

“Now that all that’s out of the way, how about we get your seeds, babe?” I asked.

“Almost,” Tamzin said with a smile as she looped her arm through mine. “I just wanted to inform my former grove of one more thing that I think they should know.”

“And what’s that?” I asked.

Tamzin turned to face all the dryads. “Ken Jewell has made me pregnant.”
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Chapter 21

I’d thought the crowd of dryads had a big reaction when Tamzin announced that she would show them all mercy, but that was nothing compared to how they acted now. The entire grove erupted in a series of gasps, and even the trees all swiveled their branches like they were turning to look at Tamzin in amazement.

The new Elder and Matriarchs just stared open-mouthed at both of us, but several of the Maidens and dryads closest to us all immediately seemed to decide the same thing. They smoothed down their rumpled clothes, primped their hair, and pinched their cheeks to give them a little more natural color, and then they all gave me the flirtiest smiles they could manage.

It was a little hard to take them seriously since they were all covered with blood and branches, and none of them could hold a candle to Tamzin. I mostly just pretended not to notice their suggestive glances, even as I realized that it really must have been a long, long, long time since any dryads had gotten pregnant.

“Oh, Tamzin!” the new Elder gasped. “This is incredible news! How is this even possible?”

“It’s one of my magic powers, apparently,” I said with a smirk. “That’s why Tamzin can live in the light of the suns now, too.”

Another chorus of gasps erupted throughout the grove, and a couple of the younger nymphs passed out again, and the tree branches had to hold them upright until their leaves were able to fan them awake.

“Then we are not even worthy to kneel in your presence, Great Oak,” the sycamore-faced Elder said, and now she prostrated herself completely before me.

The Matriarchs, Maidens, and the rest of the dryads followed her example, until I was looking out at a sea of dryads all on their faces before me.

“Uh, what the hell is a Great Oak?” I whispered to Tamzin.

“It is a name that has only ever been used in legend,” my dryad wife replied. “It was the title reserved for the leader of the grove when that leader was a man, but no one even remembers the last time that title existed outside of myth.”

“Why an oak?” I asked.

The women in the grove all slowly started to pick themselves back up. When they were all kneeling again, one of the new Matriarchs cleared her throat and then answered my question.

“It is the strongest and most powerful of trees,” she replied. “A fitting title for the strongest and most powerful grove leader.”

“Well, thanks, I think,” I said.

“It means this grove belongs to you, Great Oak,” the Elder said. “These are your trees now, and all the dryads here are your limbs to do with as you wish.”

“Okay, uh, that’s…” I trailed off as I tried to process the sheer weight of such ancient and magical beings pledging themselves entirely to me. “That’s… incredible.”

“What are your orders for us?” another new Matriarch said.

“We will do anything you command,” a Maiden said, and based on the way she licked her lips, it wasn’t hard to figure out what she was hoping I would command her to do.

“I don’t really have anything for you at the moment,” I said and cleared my throat. “Other than clean up the grove, I guess. You’ll need to dispose of all the bodies however you usually do, and then you’ll need to check on all the trees to make sure none of them accidentally got damaged during the fight. And nobody wander off too far by yourselves. We almost ran into a drow hunting party on our way here, and I’d hate for any of you to get snatched.”

Several of the younger dryads started fanning themselves, as if me telling them not to get kidnapped was the most considerate thing anyone had ever said to them.

“Your orders will be carried out at once, Great Oak,” the Elder said. “Maidens, you will now assist Tamzin with the retrieval of all the seeds and seedlings she desires to take with her.”

The eight Maidens sprang to their feet and rushed toward Tamzin. Burp took one step toward them with a snarl, but my dryad wife quickly smiled at him to let him know she was in no danger, and it made my heart soar to see how attached the little green monster was to his Auntie Tamzin.

After Tamzin retreated deeper into the grove to gather everything that belonged to her, I could sense that the Elder wanted to talk to me, but I didn’t give her my attention again just yet. I was too curious to watch how Tamzin was going to retrieve all her seedlings, and I noticed that the rest of my family had also turned to watch her.

Tamzin and the Maidens all stopped at a series of trees with golden trunks and pale white leaves. They each grasped a branch, and then they started to climb up the trunks toward the roots overhead. The trees helped them along, but the women mostly used their own strength to climb hand over hand toward the ceiling far above us.

“She is almost as good at climbing as a goblin,” Nika whispered.

“You’re definitely right about that.” I whistled as Tamzin disappeared into the shadows of the roots too high above us to see. “But what I’d really like to know is how you plant seeds in the bedrock of the underdark.”

“Psh, that is easy, Ken Jewell,” Nika said with a wave of her hand. “You have a dryad plant them for you!”

“That’s very helpful,” I chuckled, and then I finally turned my attention back to the Elder.

“I doubt we’ll come down here very often,” I said. “So I trust you to run the grove on our behalf while we’re gone. You’ve already seen what happens when you cross Clan Jewell, and I imagine you’re not eager to repeat your predecessor’s mistakes.”

“I have given you my word,” the Elder said proudly. “I will not disappoint you, Great Oak.”

“Good, that’s what I thought,” I said. “Now, is there anything else I need to know about this place before we head out?”

“We are self-sustaining,” the Elder replied. “We have everything we need here in the deep, deep underdark. Sometimes, we venture further for extra supplies, but we are always careful to avoid the drow. We travel in groups any time we have to leave the grove.”

“Then how did Tamzin end up alone on the surface after she fled from them?” I asked.

“We made a mistake and let our jealousy of her abilities cloud our judgment,” the Elder said, and I had to respect the way she held my gaze while she admitted what they’d done wrong. “We will not make such a mistake again.”

“See to it that you don’t,” I said.

“I am ready, my love,” Tamzin announced in her sultry voice behind me.

I glanced over my shoulder and saw the usual horrifying scenes of the deep, deep underdark, except for my dryad wife. She looked just as breathtaking as she normally did, and her presence made the creepiness of the world behind her vanish. She glanced down at what she held in her arms, and when she looked back up at me, her eyes shone with tears like dark moons.

She held a basket filled with big seedlings. They were about the size of yard sticks, and they were all completely white. Their tiny branches, their little leaves, and even the little flower buds were all snow white, and I guessed that underdark trees didn’t turn colors until they grew older. Four of the other Maidens also had baskets filled with seedlings, but one of them just held a bag filled with seeds that hadn’t been planted yet.

The last three Maidens also held baskets. Each one contained two saplings, and each sapling stood at four to five feet tall. These saplings were a mix of pale pink, dark red, and deep orange, and their leaves all fluttered in shimmering rainbow shades that changed every time I looked at them.

“Alright, boys!” I called to my sons. “Everybody take a tree, but be fucking careful with them!”

“Don’t be too concerned, my love,” Tamzin chuckled. “Our trees are much tougher than trees on the surface. It would take more than a spill to break their spirits.”

I almost asked her if she meant that her trees literally had spirits, but since I’d just watched the whole grove of trees come to life, I figured it was better to just not ask. She knew what she was doing, and at the end of the day, that was all that really mattered.

“Sawsaw,” my oldest said, and the rest of the gobs immediately repeated his name to confirm that they’d heard my orders, too.

Then Sawsaw took one of the baskets of tall saplings, and Shitter and Canigo each took the other two. Akana offered to carry the bag of seeds before any of the boys could grab it, but there was still plenty for the rest of the gobs to carry. Blink and Timber each took one of the baskets of pale seedlings, Fetch and Burp carried another one between the two of them, and Athena and the littlest unnamed gob took the last basket on their shoulders. That left only Tamzin’s basket of seedlings to go, but Abby insisted that she still wasn’t too worn out yet, so she volunteered to carry that one.

This meant that all my kids would be carrying stuff on our way back up to the surface, but Khara, Nika, Tamzin, and I would all have our hands free to fight off anyone who tried to stop us. And since I now knew what to expect from the deep, deep underdark, I figured we would be able to make our way back out without too many problems.

Now, we just needed to decide where we were going to plant all of Tamzin’s little trees.

“May your journey be safe, Great Oak,” the Elder said as we all prepared to leave. “May your trees grow deep and tall, and may you grace us with your presence again soon.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I hope you all get this cleaned up soon, and try to stay out of trouble with the drow and anything else that lives down here.”

“We will not disappoint you,” the Elder promised again.

The sycamore-faced woman pressed something into Tamzin’s hands as she told her goodbye. It reminded me of a pig’s bladder, but I figured it was some kind of dryad ritual, so I didn’t ask her what it was. She just nodded her thanks to the Elder, held the gift at her side, and then turned toward me.

I slipped my arm through Tamzin’s and led the way out of the clearing. My dryad wife seemed to glow with pride beside me, or maybe she was just glowing from all the pregnancy hormones. Then again, she was the first dryad to be pregnant since times of legend, so she had every right to just be glowing with pride. And since I was the one who had put a baby inside her, I felt like I was probably glowing just as much right now.

As I damn well should be.

My kids all trailed behind us, and Nika and Khara brought up the rear of the group to make sure no one fell behind or dropped any of the little trees they were all carrying. As we made our way out of the grove, the dryads all formed a farewell line on either side of us. They all bowed as we passed, and even the tree branches seemed to wave goodbye.

Then we were past the grove and traveling back through the glowing green tunnels.

I wanted to ask Tamzin where she thought we should plant everything, but I was more concerned with getting through the massive chamber with the drow city first. All our plans would mean shit if we didn’t make it past any possible drow hunting parties.

We only encountered a few creatures on our way back to the cavern with the rolling green hills. There were a few lizards about as tall as my knee, but they only stuck around long enough for me to see that they had fangs instead of regular lizard teeth and spikes along their backs like tiny dinosaurs wearing razor armor. As soon as they saw the underdark trees bobbing up and down in my kids’ arms, the fanged lizards all went scuttling down different tunnels to get away from us.

A few minutes later, I saw a giant bloodshot eyeball pressed against the inside of one of the glowing gems, but it didn’t even blink when I took a menacing step toward it. Then a claw twice as big as my hand started to emerge from a crack in the wall, and a second claw began to scratch on the other side of the tunnel wall like a fucking serial killer from a nightmare.

I paused just long enough to grip my buck knife, but the clawed hand kept pushing further out of the crack until I saw it was attached to a scaly arm. It didn’t seem to give two shits about the weapons in my hands, but when Shitter came back to ask me a question with his basket full of saplings, the eye suddenly went wide and retreated at the same time the claw withdrew back into the wall.

I’d thought maybe I imagined the fact that the lizards had scattered just from seeing the trees. For a second, I thought maybe they’d actually just been scared of our troop of goblins, orcs, a dryad, a human, and a siren. But based on the reaction of the creature with the giant eyeball and big-ass claws, I guessed that wasn’t just a coincidence.

Tamzin’s trees really were terrifying to creatures of the underdark.

And that was all the more reason to come up with somewhere fucking amazing to plant them.

We ran into a few spiders who were still almost as tall as my leg, but they all scurried away just as quickly as the lizards had. Their bodies shimmered like dark rainbows when I looked at them head-on, but when I turned to watch them run away, they just looked like giant shadows with eight legs.

“Well, those are officially the biggest spiders I’ve ever seen,” I muttered. “Other than the ones the drow were riding, but I didn’t really get a good look at them. And other than the alpha Arachne that Khara killed in Ashgor.”

“Oh, these were only baby spiders, my love,” Tamzin laughed.

“I’m sorry, what?” I demanded.

“A full-grown deep, deep underdark spider would never run, not even when faced with all of us plus my saplings,” Tamzin replied. “The drow breed them for their fearlessness, otherwise they would never use them as mounts. It is only the young ones who still haven’t learned not to be afraid of anything.”

“So… they get bigger,” I said. “Like, a lot bigger?”

“Do not worry, Ken Jewell,” Nika said. “There are definitely spiders big enough for the fiercest and tallest king in all the land to rule. We can lay a trap and harness one for you.”

“Nah, I’m good,” I said quickly. “I’m perfectly happy with Charlie , the draft horses, and all the new horses we got from the mercenaries. Plus, I don’t have to worry that they might try to eat me.”

“It would be better if our mounts were capable of eating our enemies,” Khara said. “But since we only use them on the surface, this is acceptable.”

“Glad we’re all on the same page, then,” I chuckled.

“The chamber with the drow city is just around the corner,” Tamzin announced. “I do not hear bells or feel any cold, so the party who passed us earlier is probably still out hunting.”

“Let’s assume they’re coming back, just to be safe,” I said. “Everybody, follow exactly where Tamzin leads. Don’t stray from the path, and don’t get distracted. We are not going to deal with the drow today, got it?”

“Evil drow, they are no fun! We should chase them into the suns!” Nika rhymed as she skipped forward and disappeared around the corner.

“Nika!” I groaned.

“I’ll get her,” Tamzin said with a smirk, and then my dryad wife hurried forward to make sure Nika didn’t accidentally drop into one of the hidden chasms or announce her presence to every drow in the deep, deep underdark.

When we emerged into the huge cavern, it was hard to remember how deadly everything was here. Its beauty took my breath away just as much as it had when we passed through the first time, but now I was much more focused on where I placed my feet. I still glanced over my shoulder every few seconds, mostly because my curiosity couldn’t help itself. At least this time I was prepared for the swinging vines of eyeball tentacles, the walking bleached bones, and the bloated bodies all drifting down the river.

The drow city was just as dark as it had been earlier, but we stayed on the same path that kept a ridge between us and the darkness to our left. I wasn’t about to risk getting any closer and putting my kids and Tamzin’s hard-won seedlings in danger, but I also couldn’t help wanting to take a closer look at the drow city.

Even if they were crazy evil assholes who wanted to enslave everything that moved, I’d still never seen a drow before, and I’d definitely never seen a drow city.

We made it to the stairs on the other side of the chamber without any problems. After I gave a final backward glance at the beautiful nightmare behind us, we started up the mossy stairs to return to the deep underdark. I inhaled the sweet scent of flowers again, and I noticed that the youngest unnamed gob also paused to take a final whiff of the perfumed scent.

I smiled at the youngest son. “Pretty nice, isn’t it, buddy?”

He slowly turned his little head up to look me straight in the eye, but he made no grunts or anything in response. His expression didn’t even shift, he just sent me the most penetrating look I’d ever received in my life before he silently turned away and waddled onward.

I shook my head as I recalled his berserker insanity earlier, but I decided not to dwell too much on the oddities of my newest offspring.

Fatherhood was such a bizarre journey no matter how you sliced it.

Once we reached the level of the deep underdark, I decided we were safe enough from the drow to talk in voices louder than a whisper.

“You all did absolutely fantastic,” I told my kids as we traveled through tunnels with pulsing red and black lights like a vampire-themed nightclub. “I’m really proud of you.”

“Really, Daddy?” Athena gasped. “We did good?”

“I am two hundred percent sure that you all did amazing,” I said with a wink at Nika.

“Did you hear that?” my goblin wife gushed. “Two hundred percent!”

“Littlest dude,” I called to my youngest, and he turned his solemn gaze toward me again. “You were outstanding. You turned into a total berserker back there, like a little green rage ninja. It was impressive.”

The other gobs chuckled, Nika bounced with pride, and Sawsaw gave his youngest brother a congratulatory smile. But the unnamed gob responded just like a deadly ninja monk would, and he only gave a single serious nod.

“And Abby, you had some real surprises up your sleeve,” I said. “What was that Twister song?”

“I just remembered when you taught us to play Twister, and I thought it would be so much fun to try with our new friends!” Abby giggled.

“I’m not sure they liked the game very much, though,” Athena added.

“That is only because they were not worthy of being your friends,” Tamzin said firmly.

“And what about that other song?” I asked. “The one where you were talking to the trees with Tamzin?”

“Oh, that was a secret song that Auntie Tamzin and I have been practicing,” Abby replied. “I kept telling the trees to focus on what she was saying instead of what the mean old Elder was saying, and I told them what good friends we would be and how much fun we could have if they helped us!”

“Did you practice this on trees on the surface?” I asked.

“Yes, but the trees down here responded so much better!” Abby said.

“The trees on the surface are harder to reach,” Tamzin explained. “The spirits of the trees in the deep, deep are much easier to talk to, but Abby did a great job getting even the surface trees to wave back at her in response to her song. So I’m not surprised that my old grove responded to her melody so well.”

“Great job, sweetie,” I told my little siren. “Sawsaw and Shitter, you commanded your troops like perfect sergeants.”

Sawsaw nodded like he already knew what a good job he’d done, but Shitter’s eyes went wide when he heard my praise. Sawsaw grinned and clapped him on the shoulder, and Burp and Fetch quickly went over to shake Shitter’s hand. I couldn’t decide if the two little gobs were joking or being serious, but I figured it was probably a mix of both, and Shitter didn’t seem to mind.

“Timber, I saw the way you ripped the face off of that one dryad,” I continued and sent him a thumbs up. “Way to go.”

Blink instantly pretended to rip the face off of Fetch to reenact Timber’s triumph, and all the gobs dissolved into laughter that almost made them all drop their loads.

“Watch the trees!” I reminded them. “Canigo, Blink, Fetch, and Burp, you were all fantastic, too. Way to listen to orders out there and destroy our enemies. Well done.”

“Thanks, Da,” Sawsaw said on behalf of all his brothers.

“And Akana and Athena, don’t think I didn’t notice you two tearing it up, too,” I said. “I sure as hell wouldn’t ever want to meet you on the battlefield. You two are ferocious.”

“Thanks, Daddy,” Athena giggled.

Akana trotted over and hugged my leg, and the sight of my bloodthirsty little princess smiling up at me with her slight underbite was too much to handle. Something clouded my eyes, and I had to blink to get them to refocus. Then Akana promptly trotted away again like she hadn’t just completely melted my heart.

“What about us, Ken Jewell?” Nika bounced back toward me so she could nuzzle her tits against my arm every time I took a step forward. “Did your wives do an amazing, fantastic, outstanding job?”

“I think you already know the answer to that question,” I laughed.

“Yes, but I would like to hear it anyway!” Nika giggled.

“Fair enough,” I snickered. “Your combination of stabby stabby punch was brilliant, Nika. You did a great job protecting Tamzin while she called on the trees, and Tamzin, your attacks on the Elder were what forced her to retreat into her protective circle in the first place. And when you got the trees on our side? Incredible.”

“Thank you, my love,” Tamzin said with a smile.

“Do Khara next!” Nika whispered.

“I know Khara already knows how well she fought,” I said.

“It’s true, I do,” the orc warrior replied in her usual stoic tone. “You may praise me if you wish, though. I do enjoy watching your lips move when you discuss how superior we are to all others.”

“Well, seriously, when you crushed that one Matriarch’s skull and then ripped the heart out of the other one’s body, I could have just watched you all day,” I told her.

“Thank you, husband,” Khara purred as a deep blue flush darkened her gray cheeks.

“And now, it is our turn to shower you with praise, Ken Jewell!” Nika declared.

“That’s really not necessary,” I said. “We should start focusing on–”

“Of course it is necessary!” Nika gasped. “You are the Great Oak, aren’t you? That means we should always tell you how amazing you are because you are the strongest and tallest and most powerful! And you should always make love to us so when you fill us with your warm--”

“Whoa!” I cut her off. “Not in front of the kids, Nika!”

“Oops!” Nika giggled.

“We could not have done it without you,” Tamzin told me. “Especially the Elder.”

“The Elder growing in size was a surprise,” Khara said. “But you handled her just as impressively as I imagined you would.”

“Thanks,” I chuckled and then nodded to the next intersection of tunnels up ahead. “We go left now, yeah?”

“Yes, then we just have to cross the main chamber over the roots, and we will be back at the Doomshrooms,” Tamzin answered.

“Those aren’t… those aren’t the roots of the trees in your old grove, are they?” I asked.

“Oh, no,” Tamzin laughed. “Our roots are in much better shape than the roots of that grove.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“The roots at the entrance to the deep underdark are strong,” Tamzin explained. “But they should be much stronger. They have not been fed enough blood to really look the way that roots should look down here.”

“And what are they supposed to look like?” I asked. “And while we’re on the subject, where are we going to plant all this?”

“If we have time, I can take you where the roots of my former grove grow,” Tamzin said. “Each grove is different and depends on the kinds of trees they are and the kind of nutrients they get, so our new grove will look different from the one I show you, but it will give you an idea what to expect.”

I decided we had time for a brief detour. Tamzin led us down a different tunnel off of the entry chamber to the deep underdark, and we only traveled for a few minutes before she nodded up ahead.

“You can look, but I wouldn’t try to walk on the roots if you want to keep your legs attached to your body,” my dryad wife said with a low laugh. “They might be feeling a little hungry after all their exertions just now.”

That definitely left me with more questions than answers, but when I turned the corner into the open chamber, I forgot about all my questions. I was too stunned by the tree roots spreading out in front of me like a sea of dark waves.

The roots inside the main entrance to the deep underdark looked similar, but these looked infinitely more powerful. Even though they were just as dark and twisted, they grew taller and thicker than any roots I’d ever seen before. In some places, they even grew so tall that they looked like archways that a full-grown man could pass through. Dark flowers grew in between all the roots, and glowing jewels were buried in giant knots all across the sea of dark roots. Every time an underdark breeze passed over them, the jewels flickered with faint light.

“Holy fucking shit,” I whispered. “I didn’t know roots could be so beautiful.”

“This is nothing,” Tamzin said. “Wait until you see how I make your grove, my love. It will put the entire underdark to shame.”

“I have no doubt,” I chuckled. “But just to be clear, when you plant your trees, this is basically what their roots will look like?”

“Something like this,” Tamzin confirmed. “The more nutrients I feed them, the faster they will grow. But there are many factors that will determine what the grove and the roots look like. A lot of it depends on where we plant them.”

“Oh, I know!” Abby’s hand shot into the air. “We should plant them around Ashgor! It would keep the city safe until Daddy gives it to Ruby as a present and then until she turns it into a death maze!”

“Or until we decide what exactly we want to do with it,” I chuckled. “I haven’t figured out if that’s the best use of Ashgor or not, but it is definitely a good strategic location. It’s not a bad idea to think about protecting it.”

“We could check and see if there are any underdark chambers below our home,” Athena suggested. “Then we could plant the trees there, and they would help protect our home, right?”

“That’s also a good idea, sweetie,” I said. “I’m not sure if any tunnels of the underdark pass right beneath our homestead or not, but we could always try. Would the grove really protect whatever is above it, though? I know you said the grove protects itself, and the roots can get hungry and devour creatures who walk over them, but how much protection are we really talking about?”

“My trees will definitely protect anything they surround and also anything above it where their roots are,” Tamzin answered. “It is hard to know exactly how they will act outside of the deep, deep underdark, but I know they will still be protective. For example, do you see what is in the middle of this chamber?”

When I looked again, I saw that the roots in the middle all grew much higher than the rest of the roots in the chamber. They didn’t just form an archway. They formed a full cave-like shelter. Then I realized that a pair of glowing eyes was staring back at me from underneath the twisted roots, and I squinted to try and get a better look at the creature.

Its fur was so silky black that it almost blended in perfectly with the tree roots all around it. In fact, it would have been damn near impossible to see if it wasn’t for the creature’s glowing orange eyes. They shone so brightly that it looked like the light of the suns had been captured in them, but almost as soon as I locked my gaze with the creature, he closed his eyes, shrank back into the cave of roots, and disappeared completely.

“What was that?” I whispered.

“A rutila,” Tamzin replied.

“A Matilda?” Burp asked.

“No, a rutila.” Tamzin smiled. “They are very rare creatures in the underdark. They have been hunted almost to extinction because their eyes are hard like gemstones, and they feel as warm as the suns without the risk of burning to death. There are only a few of them left, and this one made its home here because it knows it will be guarded by the roots.”

“Why don’t the trees kill the rutila?” Khara asked.

“The rutila poses no threat to them,” Tamzin replied. “It actually eats some of the crawling things that like to feast on dryad trees, so it’s a mutually beneficial relationship.”

“So, let me get this straight,” I said. “Someone could theoretically walk along the very edges of the chamber and make it to one of the other tunnels, but they would never be able to get to the center where the rutila lives. Is that right?”

Tamzin nodded.

“What would happen if they did?” Nika sounded breathless with excitement.

“I was hoping you would ask,” Tamzin said with a sly smile. “Here is what happens if something threatening tries to cross these roots without permission.”

My dryad wife reached down, grabbed a loose stone from the cavern floor, and handed it to the little unnamed gob. She whispered something in his ear, and he gave his trademark solemn nod.

Then the little dude lobbed it. It sailed through the air like his throwing arm was a damn rocket launcher, and it crashed into what looked like a wasp nest at the entrance to a tunnel on the far side of the chamber. Only instead of wasps, out flew two dozen blue-furred bats, each with a single long fang that looked like a mini-drill.

They wheeled through the air like they were trying to figure out what had happened, but then they all zoomed into the cavern with the roots. They dove toward one of the gems buried in the roots, but when the swarm passed over a cluster of dark flowers, the blooms all suddenly leaped toward them and opened their petals wide.

Then the blooms just devoured the bats.

Each flower snapped its petals around a different bat, and one by one, they plucked them out of the air. They jerked them back toward the ground as the bats screeched even louder, but it was too late. By the time the flowers opened their petals again, the bats were nowhere to be seen, and there was just a slight bulge in the stems before they disappeared completely.

“What the fuck was that?” I muttered.

“Sometimes, carnivorous plants grow up from underdark tree roots,” Tamzin said. “Like those flowers. So tell me, don’t you think my trees will protect their grove?”

“Apparently,” I said and then swallowed. “Do they all grow plants that eat creatures?”

“Not all the time,” Tamzin answered. “It depends on the grove. Sometimes, the roots give off strange gasses that knock out anyone who is deemed to be a threat. Sometimes, they are just easy ways for ghosts to travel between different levels of the underdark.”

“That’s a lot of possibilities,” I said.

“Growing trees is an art, not an exact science.” Tamzin shrugged. “The important thing is that they are very protective of all grove members, and this protection extends both down and up from wherever the roots are.”

“Is there anywhere in particular you think we should plant the trees?” I asked.

“I have enough seeds that we could actually plant two groves,” Tamzin said. “And I do not think it’s a bad idea to plant a grove underneath our home. I can’t predict what will happen with the roots since they cannot grow up into the sunlight, but the trees are very clever, so they will figure something out, and I know it will be wonderful as it is deadly.”

“Alright, well, I’ll tell you what,” I said. “If we can find a good spot in the underdark beneath our home, why don’t we go ahead and plant all the seedlings and saplings there? Then we won’t have to worry about exposing them to the suns’ light, and they can already start growing.”

“What about all the seeds?” Nika asked.

“We can hold onto them for now and store them in the cellar,” I replied. “Then once we decide where we want to plant a second grove, or if we’d rather just add onto the one we have now, we’ll have them ready.”

“Da can find underdark below home?” Shitter asked. “Shitter gets Ruby to help?”

“I know Ruby is skilled at listening to the stone and figuring out where things are,” Tamzin said. “But until I actually plant the trees and inform them of the new grove they belong to, I think it would be best if they avoided seeing any dwarves.”

“Damn, that bad, huh?” I muttered. “That’s fair. I have a pretty detailed map of the underdark, so I think I know where to go. It’ll either come to a dead end, or it should lead us to a spot right underneath our home.”

After everything we’d done today, I knew my family would drop from exhaustion soon, and I’d drop right along with them. But I wanted to make absolutely sure that Tamzin’s seedlings and saplings would be safe, and since the best way to do that was go ahead and plant them, I led us back through the Doomshrooms toward a possible grove location.

It took a little longer than I would have liked, but we finally reached a spot in the upper level of the underdark that I was pretty positive stood just underneath our homestead. Since I wasn’t one hundred percent sure, Abby took a quick dip in a nearby lake to recharge a little bit of her powers, and then she let Sawsaw pick her up on his shoulders. When he lifted her up to a part of the wall she could climb, my siren daughter waved and then scrambled up toward the top of the cavern’s impossibly high ceiling.

“She almost looks like a goblin,” I chuckled as I watched her disappear from view.

“I have been helping Abby practice her climbing, and she has been helping me practice swimming!” Athena said.

“That’s my girls,” I said with a smile.

When Abby came back down a few minutes later, her face was flushed with excitement. “You were right, Daddy! I can hear our river just above the ceiling! And I can hear Mama’s pond talking to her!”

“And when you say ‘right above the ceiling,’ do you mean literally right above it or like a few dozen feet above it?” I asked.

“Well, it’s not right above it, or I would have fallen into the underdark every time I dig for river oysters,” Abby giggled.

“Good, I’m just glad none of our bomb tests blew a hole deep enough to bust open the underdark,” I laughed. “That would have been an open invitation to any monsters to just pour inside our walls and slaughter us.”

Abby’s eyes lit up like I’d just surprised her with an ice cream cake. “That’s a wonderful idea, Daddy! We could plant bombs down here and also at home, and if we set them off at the same time, we might be able to make a big enough explosion to blow a hole straight into the underdark! Then we could kill monsters all night, every night!”

“That’s definitely not going to happen, princess,” I said firmly. “The goal is to keep monsters out of our home, remember? And the trees are a perfect way to make that happen.”

“They should also help keep evil humans out of our home,” Tamzin said. “Once they get big and strong enough, they should be able to eliminate anyone who crosses their borders and does not belong to Grove Jewell.”

“So what do you think?” I asked my dryad wife. “Does this seem like a good spot to plant the little trees?”

“I think so,” Tamzin replied. “If I could get a little help, I will climb up there, ask them if this is a good new home for them, and then plant them.”

“You heard your Auntie Tamzin,” I told my kids. “Help her with whatever she needs.”

“We will help too, Ken Jewell!” Nika declared. “I am the best at climbing, and Khara is the best at scaling!”

I just grinned as my whole family started to scale up the impossibly steep rock face. They left the bags of seeds on the ground for me to guard, and after I had watched them for a few minutes, they disappeared into the darkness overhead.

I didn’t know what exactly it would look like to plant a grove full of trees in the underdark right below our home, but I trusted that Tamzin knew what she was doing. Maybe the roots would grow almost all the way to the surface but stop before they broke through into the suns’ light, or maybe they’d be able to grow man-eating plants on the surface that could hold up against the daylight. Maybe our homestead would be surrounded by gasses that would knock all our enemies unconscious, or maybe it would look like something completely different.

I was okay with not knowing. Mostly, I was just excited that Clan Jewell was about to have its very own grove of underdark trees. Whatever it ended up looking like would be perfect, and I had no doubt that it would also be deadly and amazing, just like my beautiful family.

The ceiling of the cavern was too high for me to see my family planting the trees in the bedrock above me, and I reminded myself to ask Tamzin later how exactly she planted the trees in the stone. But when they all finished and started to climb back down without any of the seedlings or saplings, I knew they’d been successful.

None of that explained why Tamzin looked like she might burst into tears, though.

“They love it here,” Tamzin said, but her lower lip was trembling.

“What’s wrong?” I demanded.

“I fed them the dryad blood that the new Elder gave me.” Tamzin gestured to the empty vessel that looked like a pig’s bladder. “They are supposed to start waving and whispering, but they didn’t!”

As much as I didn’t want to gloss over the fact that she had fed her baby trees with dryad blood, I knew that wasn’t the point to focus on right now.

“Shit, then are you sure they like this spot?” I asked.

“I am very sure,” the mossy-haired dryad replied. “It means I gave them enough blood, but they don’t have enough bones to feed on.”

“Okay, let’s go kill some stuff and feed them their bones,” I said immediately.

“Not bones like that,” Tamzin said. “They need the moss that only grows on the bones of the dead in drow territory.”

“The moss they need only grows on the bones of the dead,” I repeated, as if saying the words out loud might make them sound less insane. “In drow territory.”

“Yes,” Tamzin whispered. “And if they don’t get them within the next week, they’ll all die.”
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Chapter 22

If we hadn’t just faced down a grove full of trees, dryads, and an Elder who turned herself into a giant, I might have considered going back into the deep, deep underdark right then and there. Instead, I just took Tamzin in my arms, kissed her green curls, and told her everything would be alright.

Then we hustled home.

The moss would have to wait until we were able to recharge, get some rest, and get back down into the deep, deep underdark. I also wasn’t about to drag my whole family down into drow territory, at least not if I had anything to say about it. Of course, there was a very good chance that I wouldn’t have a lot to say about it since defiance seemed to be a necessary part of growing up for my little half-monsters.

But a father could always try.

When we reached home, the second sun was just beginning to set. Charlie had never looked so happy to see us before, and the black horse acted like he wanted to spend the rest of the night nuzzling me as thanks for returning before the underdark monsters could come out and eat him. I patted him on the shoulders and fed him another apple, and then we got ready to go.

After we made sure the seeds were all completely covered and protected from the light, we threw them into the back of the wagon, along with all our weapons. Abby immediately dove into the river to swim home and tell everyone else we were on our way back, but Charlie trotted along so fast that I didn’t imagine we’d get home too much later than the little siren.

When we got back to the house, I found that my family had been just as busy up on the surface as we had been in the deep, deep.

Ruby had built more catapults.

I’d thought we did pretty well with the two catapults we already had in the northeast and southeast corners, but that definitely hadn’t been enough to satisfy the feisty redhead. Now there were two more catapults on the front lawn that looked like they were just about finished, plus a huge pile of additional projectiles in between them.

“Ken Jewell, you’re back!” Calli cried from the front porch, and then she ran down to greet us.

“I told you they were on their way.” Abby grinned from her position in the bucket of one of the new catapults.

Even with an apron smeared with strawberries-- or possibly blood-- and a cheek sprinkled with flour, Calliope still somehow looked like an absolute movie star. She practically pulled me out of the wagon in her eagerness to embrace me, and then her lips devoured mine. She tasted like strawberries mixed with cream and honey, so I never wanted to let her go, but someone cleared their throat nearby and snapped me out of it.

“If you’re handing out big juicy ones like that, I know you’ve fucking got one for me,” Ruby said as she appeared from the direction of her workshop with her hands on her hips.

“You’ve been busy,” I told her with a grin. “Come here.”

Ruby marched right into my arms and stood up on her toes as high as she could get. It still wasn’t nearly high enough for her to reach me, but I just picked her up so she could wrap her legs around me, and so I could whisper all the things I admired about her new catapults.

It was like giving catnip to a kitten.

“Ohhh, you better watch your mouth,” Ruby moaned. “I’ll beg you to take me right here and now if you keep that kind of talk up.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” I teased as I nibbled her ear. “I was just telling you how perfectly balanced your counterweights look.”

“Mmmff…” Ruby’s groan was muffled as she leaned back in my arms and bit her own hand.

“And I just thought you should know how beautifully poised that spring release looks,” I whispered.

Ruby flung aside her hand and shoved her tongue in my mouth. I was already gripping her hips since she had her legs wrapped around me, but it took a stupid amount of self-control not to just start massaging her ass. I had to keep reminding myself that my kids were all literally right behind me. Then a flutter of gold fabric caught the corner of my eye, and I finally pulled away from my petite wife and let her legs drop back to the ground.

Safia had come out onto the porch. She was clothed in gold pants and a black tank top, and I realized that while we were gone, Calli must have finished up one of the new outfits Nika was always making for the duchess. Safia smiled almost shyly at me when she caught me admiring her, but then she drew herself up tall and strode down the steps like a queen.

“I am glad to see you safely home,” the duchess purred in my ear.

“It’s good to be back,” I replied, and then I took her in my arms and kissed her just as deeply as I’d kissed my other wives so she wouldn’t doubt for a second how I felt about her.

“Gobs no touch!” Shitter suddenly shouted.

I pulled myself away from Safia and turned to see what my second-oldest was talking about. Burp had slipped down from the wagon and was now inching toward the catapult Abby was using as a seat. My siren daughter was whispering encouragement to try and get him to set the catapult off, but Shitter had spotted him and now sprang out of the wagon.

“I will take care of it, Ken Jewell!” Nika cried as she leaped after Shitter. “Burp has forgotten he is in Nika’s army now, but my shoe will help him to remember!”

Shitter and Nika started to chase Burp all around the front lawn, but now that Abby wasn’t in danger of flying over the walls, I could breathe a sigh of relief. Khara and the rest of my kids jumped down from the wagon too, and Tamzin quickly carried the bag of seeds into the cellar where it would be hidden from the second sun’s light, even if that light was almost gone for the day.

I was about to ask Ruby to show me the catapults in more detail, but then Markus and Maximus came tearing around the corner of the barn. They were eager to see if we were still alive and if we’d brought back any spooky trees from the underdark, and then Matilda sprinted around the corner of the barn almost as fast as her brothers. She immediately slowed down when she saw me and tried to look casual, but her brunette hair had already come loose from her braid in a few places from running so fast to meet us.

Torrance came around the corner a few seconds later at a more measured pace, but even the old farmer looked relieved as shit to see us all in one piece. That was before I remembered that we were almost all completely covered in blood.

“K-Ken, you’re hurt!” Matilda gasped.

“No, no, I’m fine,” I said quickly and then took a step backward before the slender brunette could check me for injuries. “This isn’t my blood.”

“I take it that means everything went well?” Torrance chuckled.

“We got all of Tamzin’s saplings, seedlings, and seeds,” I answered. “We even went ahead and planted a new grove just underneath the--”

“That is not how you tell a story, Ken Jewell,” Nika interrupted as she rejoined us with her shoe still in hand. “You have to start and finish with all the blood we shed!”

“Would you like to tell the story?” I smirked.

“Ooh, let me and my sisters tell it!” Athena’s hand shot up into the air. “Please, Daddy! We will tell it so good! You will see!”

“Sure, princess,” I laughed. “You can tell the story.”

“No one’s going to tell anyone any underdark stories until you all get cleaned up and come in for dinner,” Calli told us. “It will be ready for you as soon as you wash up.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said with a grin. “But first, tell me about the catapults, Ruby. How did you get them done in a day?”

“I did have help,” Ruby snickered with a glance at Markus and Maximus. “They tried to hide at first, but Handsome hunted them down for me. Apparently, he was very persuasive.”

I glanced at one of the catapults and realized that the shaggy black wolf-dog was curled up like a cat in the middle of the device’s wheels. He raised his head when I glanced at him, and even though his yellow eyes looked like a stone-cold killer, his tongue started to loll out the side of his mouth like a puppy.

“We weren’t hiding!” Markus insisted. “We were just… uhh, help me out, Maximus.”

“We were just checking the roots of the corn crop!” Maximus said quickly.

“Yeah, yeah,” Ruby chuckled. “I forgive you for hiding. I know I worked you like dogs today, but at least all the wood was ready to go so you didn’t have to chop down any trees, too. And just look at what we made! Two new fucking catapults, and each one can deliver a massive fucking payload. All we’ve gotta do is double-check the angles and tighten up the winches, and then we should be able to roll them right into position!”

“Where were you thinking we’d put them?” I asked.

“One right in the middle of the north wall,” Ruby replied. “It’ll take out anyone who tries to come down the ridge toward us, and if we need extra firepower, we’ll also be able to swivel the catapult that’s already in the northeast to face due north. We should move the second one to look out over the western wall, although I don’t imagine a lot of armies will try and sneak up on us from that direction.”

“You never know,” I said.

“It is unlikely that any humans would come from that direction,” Safia confirmed. “Mer Bay is to the west, but the only humans on the coastline live in little hamlets so small that they can’t even properly be called villages. Each one is more like a collection of three or four houses. To find a real town, you would either have to go all the way to Hamstead, or you would have to travel far southwest of your home.”

“Our home,” I corrected her, and my words brought a little flush to her brown skin. Then I turned to Ruby. “We’ll finish the catapults tomorrow.”

“But--”

“No arguments,” I cut her off. “You’ve worked an insane amount today, and I want to make sure you get some food and rest. You’re growing a whole life, you know. The catapults can wait until tomorrow to be double-checked and then rolled into position.”

“Alright, fine,” Ruby huffed. “I could go for a decent meal. It’s been three whole hours since I ate anything, and the little one seems keen on eating straight through my spine if I don’t feed ‘em every two hours.”

“All the more reason to call it a day,” I chuckled.

After we cleaned up and changed clothes, everyone piled into the house around the dining table. Calli and Matilda had outdone themselves, as usual. Two huge pot roasts graced the middle of the table, surrounded by cooked carrots, leeks, and onions. It looked like the kind of thing that should be served at a Christmas dinner, but I was so hungry that I was happy to see the pot roasts staring back at me now.

They had also apparently made every kind of bread known to man. There were puffy dinner rolls, fried cornbread, four baked sourdough loaves, garlic bread, and grilled flatbread. A huge pot of greens and potatoes rounded out the vegetables, and it looked like they had both been stirred into some kind of buttery garlic sauce. There were also a ridiculous amount of underdark mushrooms, algae, fried moss, and a plate full of roasted yellow underdark flowers that were poisonous when raw but tasted like cinnamon and honey when they were cooked properly.

We started devouring our food before we shared any of the details of our trip to the deep, deep underdark. Athena was so happy munching on a handful of the underdark flowers that it looked like she’d forgotten all about her excitement to share the story of our triumph. But after the curly-haired goblin girl reached for another flower, Safia spoke up.

“So, Athena,” the duchess said, and even though she seemed a little uncomfortable talking to one of my children, I was proud of her for trying to get better at talking to kids at all.

“Hmm?” Athena asked through a mouthful of petals.

“Are you going to tell us how your father defeated the dryad grove, or am I going to have to guess all the details?” Safia smirked.

“No, no, no!” Athena gasped. “I’m ready, hold on!”

She shoved one more handful of flowers into her mouth, and then she nodded to her older sisters.

Akana instantly grabbed an extra chair from the bedroom and set it up as a one-woman stage where we could all see it. Abby disappeared outside and came back in with an armful of flowers, grass, and twigs from outside. Then all three of my little girls whispered together in a huddle to go over who would play which roles in their reenactment of the fight against the dryads.

When they turned back to face us, Athena was decked out in all the twigs they’d found, plus a decent amount of grass stuck in between her candy-red curls. Abby had stuffed a bunch of flowers and grass into her blonde braids, but Akana had only taken a single long twig to act as a weapon.

“I will be playing the role of the evil dryad queen!” Athena declared in all her twiggy glory.

“I think you mean Elder,” I snickered.

“Yes, the evil dryad queen elder!” Athena continued. “The role of Ken Jewell will be played by Akana.”

My orc daughter turned toward us all solemnly and bowed.

“All other roles will be played by Abby all at once!” Athena continued.

“That sounds about right,” I chuckled as my siren daughter gave an exaggerated curtsy.

It was an epic reenactment.

My girls didn’t spare a single detail, and Safia and the rest of my family who’d stayed home all listened like they were hypnotized. Abby and Athena both ended up acting out all of the parts until they reached the actual dryad grove, and only Akana stayed totally in character as a silent version of me the whole time.

When they reached the epic showdown, Athena quickly jumped on top of the chair and raised her arms high like she was growing taller.

“You will never defeat meeeee!” the little goblin girl declared. “I am the most evil of all the dryads and the most powerful person who has ever lived!”

“That’s what you think!” Abby cried in the role of Tamzin. “But I am the most beautiful of all the dryads--”

“Aww,” Tamzin whispered.

“The most beautiful of all the dryads!” Abby continued. “And the most powerful person who has ever lived is Ken Jewell, not you!”

Akana took a menacing step forward. She tackled Athena and knocked her clean out of the chair, and then both girls started wrestling on the floor. Abby continued to act out the parts of everyone else in the fight, so one second she was Khara ripping out a heart, and the next second, she was the dryad whose heart got ripped out. Then she cycled through acting out how each of the gobs had fought, how she and the other girls had made the dryads play Twister, and finally how Nika had stabby stabby punched everyone within reach.

Athena suddenly wailed and clutched her side. Akana stood up over her body with a triumphant grunt, pretended to stab her with her twig again, and then gave a fanged grin as the goblin girl fell still. She imitated chopping her head off next, and when she had finished, the little orc girl took another bow.

“And that is the story of how our daddy defeated the evil dryads,” Abby concluded. “Did you like it, Safia?”

“It was a wonderful story,” the duchess replied. “Full of drama and excitement, and lots of wonderful action. And Akana! You played a brilliant version of your father.”

My little goth princess suddenly shook her curly black hair into her face to try and cover up the blush that crept across her gray cheeks.

“That was a surprisingly accurate version,” I told my girls.

“The only part we left out was when all of the dryads threw themselves at you after the battle,” Athena said, and then she turned to Safia to explain. “They all wanted to come home with our daddy to be his new wives, but he said ‘no way, I already have the six most amazing women in the underdark or the surface world!’”

“I don’t know if that’s exactly what happened,” I chuckled.

“You cannot deny that all of those dryads were very interested in their new Great Oak,” Nika said. “I think they were all imagining how hard and thick your wood might be and how--”

“Anyway,” I said quickly. “That’s basically everything that happened.”

“I’m very happy you didn’t have to face the drow today,” Matilda said. “The dryads alone sound so scary! No offense, Tamzin.”

“I am not offended,” the mossy-haired woman replied.

“No drow today,” I agreed. “But we will have to go back down there soon to get the moss that Tamzin’s trees need.”

“You’re one hell of an impressive family, if you’ll forgive my language,” Torrance said. “Maybe one day, you all wouldn’t mind bringing me down to see the new grove underneath the homestead. I don’t know nothing about underdark plants, of course, but I’d be mighty curious to see them, anyway.”

“That can certainly be arranged,” Tamzin replied. “But if the grove starts to grow things here on the surface too, I am sure you’d be able to help with that.”

“I can’t say I’m the most knowledgeable on carnivorous plants or anything else that might grow from underdark tree roots,” the old farmer replied. “But a green thumb is a green thumb, and I reckon that applies to whatever kind of plant we’re talking about.”

“I’m sure it does.” Tamzin smiled.

“It sounds like you were quite persuasive with your former grove, Tamzin,” Safia said. “It is a shame that only one Matriarch would listen to reason, but I am not surprised. People in positions of power are not usually eager to admit they are wrong.”

“It went rather well for an underdark negotiation,” Tamzin said with a low laugh.

“I can imagine,” Safia replied. “You would have been superb at court if you were a human.”

“Don’t worry, Safia,” Nika said. “We will set up our own court when Ken Jewell is finally recognized as king of the surface world and the underdark. Our first order of business will be to execute all the traitors who claim to be kings of either world, but after we hang their corpses up on display for all our enemies, we can set up a beautiful court with lots of fancy parties and dancing and sex!”

“Is that your definition of court?” I smirked. “Parties and dancing and sex?”

“She’s not wrong,” Safia laughed. “But yes, we will certainly have to set up a court fitting for a man like Ken.”

“Yes, see?” Nika’s emerald eyes were shining. “Oh Safia, it really is okay that your human teeth are dull and your nails are useless. You have many other wonderful things to offer.”

“Like all my knowledge of parties and dancing?” Safia smiled.

“And sex!” Nika giggled. “You don’t have to be shy about it. We have all heard you enjoying Ken Jewell, as you should! And then enjoying him again and again and--”

“Okaaay, that’s enough,” I interrupted.

“Nika does raise a good point, duchess,” Khara said. “You may be skilled at many things, but we should still teach you the basics of how to fight. If you are finished with your meal, we should all head out to the lawn so we can begin your training.”

“Right now?” Safia gulped.

“It is always most likely that an enemy will strike you when you are the least prepared,” Khara replied. “So, if you train at all times, but especially when you are least prepared, then you will be better prepared for real attacks.”

“I guess that does make sense,” Safia said.

“Of course it makes sense, otherwise I would not have said it,” Khara answered. “Now, go outside and have Calli and Nika begin your training. Calli is about your size, and Nika is very resourceful. Plus, she already has experience whipping the goblin boys into shape.”

“I’m right fucking here, you know,” Ruby muttered. “And so is Tamzin.”

“I did not mention you or Tamzin because Tamzin’s strength can never be imitated by a mere human, and the duchess would only feel bad about her own abilities in comparison,” Khara said.

“I am still happy to offer tips,” Tamzin pointed out.

“Yes, you are very helpful,” Khara agreed.

“And me?” Ruby asked.

“I did not mention you, small dwarf, because I think you have already taxed your petite body enough,” Khara said. “You built two catapults with the help of the human boys. That is enough activity for one day for a tiny body like yours.”

“I can still help, too,” Ruby muttered defensively. “I don’t have to actually fight her.”

“Does that mean the rest of you are going to be fighting me?” Safia arched her eyebrow.

“How else do you expect us to train you?” Nika asked.

“Go and head outside,” Khara said. “I will join you all in a moment, but first, I would like to finish this plate of fried moss from the underdark.”

The rest of my wives other than Khara quickly led Safia outside, and both my kids and all of Torrance’s family immediately followed them. I had to admit that I was curious to see what their training looked like, so I followed them, too.

Of course, I was probably just as concerned as I was curious. My wives had never trained a human to fight before, and I would really prefer for Safia to keep all her fingers on her hand where they belonged.

I would interfere if I needed to, but I decided to let them try and train her on their own first.

I leaned up against the front porch railing so I could watch them, and I saw that their first order of business was to create a fighting ring. The gob boys all set up a whole ring of blue crystals around the women to give them light now that the second sun had gone down. Ruby spread out a blanket to watch from the sidelines with Torrance and his family, but Nika, Tamzin, and Calli all escorted Safia into the ring.

Then Nika clasped her hands behind her back and started to pace back and forth.

“First rule of fighting,” Nika began. “Always bite first!”

I almost launched myself off the porch, but then Nika continued with her rules instead of demonstrating how to bite first.

“It is okay that your teeth are dull and flat,” my goblin wife continued. “You are a human, so any biting that you do will surprise your enemies. Then you can use this surprise to your advantage!”

“Bite first, ask questions later,” Safia said with a nod. “What’s the second rule?”

“Hold on, I’m getting there, you will see,” Nika said. “First, another rule about the biting. If your dull, flat teeth are too tired of biting without actually tearing any arteries open, I have another suggestion for you. Your nails are even more useless than your teeth, so do not rely on them. But you can rely on weapons. Boys, a demonstration?”

My goblin sons all instantly lined up outside the ring of blue crystals. Each of them held their favorite weapon, and as Nika pointed to each one, they gave a few example strokes of how to use them. Sawsaw swung his hatchet a few times, and Shitter imitated his older brother with his own hatchet. He also tried to put his own flair on it, but he couldn’t help how much he wanted to be like Sawsaw.

Canigo demonstrated a couple moves with his war hammer, followed by Blink and Timber using their daggers to stab the air. Fetch held a club in one hand and a dagger in the other, and he fought against Burp for a few seconds, who was armed with nothing but a short knife and his sharp goblin teeth. The littlest gob didn’t have any weapons. He simply picked up a pebble and threw it up in the air like he was doing a coin toss. Then as soon as he caught it, he hurled it toward Canigo. It caught the other gob squarely in the forehead and made him fall flat on his back for about five seconds before he came back to himself and stood back up.

“What about the girls?” Safia asked. “What are their preferred weapons?”

“I like using my songs,” Abby declared. “But I also like tearing people’s throats out with my teeth, and sometimes a dagger can be very fun, too.”

“Sounds… fun.” Safia swallowed, but she quickly rallied and glanced at Akana and Athena. “What about you two?”

Akana shrugged and flexed her black claws. She was like her mother, so I wasn’t surprised. She and Khara were both skilled with any weapon they picked up, but they both seemed to prefer fighting with their claws and fangs alone.

“I suppose I would only be interested in fighting with my nails if they were pretty claws like yours,” Safia said.

Akana’s pale gray cheeks flushed with a deep shade of blue, and she shook her black curls into her face to hide her embarrassment again, just like she had inside.

My heart turned into a complete fucking puddle.

“I really like setting traps,” Athena told the duchess. “I love to put them in the sneakiest of sneaky places, and then watch as all our enemies walk right into them and get their ankles snapped, or they get impaled, or they get crushed! But I also like stabbing them like Mama does.”

“That is a lot of options.” Safia nodded as she glanced up and down the row of my kids with all their weapons. “It is a hard decision, but I think I would probably like to try a dagger. It seems the easiest to handle, and I don’t think I would need to be as strong as I would to handle a hatchet or a war hammer.”

Canigo practically glowed at this compliment, but he swung his hammer up onto his shoulder with so much enthusiasm that it went too far and clocked him in the side of the skull instead. He staggered backward, to the great delight of his younger brothers, but Sawsaw grabbed his mop of red hair and helped keep him upright.

“A very wise weapon choice,” Nika told the duchess. “Let’s see what you can do.”

The redheaded goblin handed Safia a dagger and then raised her own.

“But you haven’t trained me!” the duchess protested.

“What do you think this is?” Nika giggled. “Aaand, now!”

I thought for sure my goblin wife was going to pounce on Safia and wrestle her to the ground in a second flat. But Nika moved so slowly that it was like she was moving through water or maybe even mud. She slowly brought her dagger up toward Safia’s stomach, and at the same time, she gradually swung her other hand out toward the duchess’ hair.

“Thiiis iiis tennn tiiimes slooowed dooown!” Nika dragged out every word like her speech was caught in mud, not just her limbs. “Fooor praaacticcce!”

Safia raised her dagger in a surprisingly good fighter stance. Her blade knocked aside Nika’s, and then she twisted into my goblin wife to avoid getting her hair grabbed. This put her right against Nika’s body, so the duchess rocked her elbow back toward the other woman’s abdomen.

Nika was too fast and danced out of the way in time, but she immediately clapped and bounced with excitement.

“That was very good!” she said. “Wasn’t that so good, Ken Jewell?”

“You look like you’ve held a dagger before,” I told the duchess. “And I don’t just mean when we killed Bellfrey.”

“Like I said,” Safia replied, “my family was a very militaristic family. I know a few basics of self-defense, but I don’t think that would help me much in a fight against dryads or drow or anyone else.”

“Not yet, but you will get there,” Nika said. “That was an amazing first try! Let’s go again, and this time, I will only be five times slowed down from my normal speed!”

They ran the drill a few more times, each at a faster speed than before. When Safia successfully avoided getting stabbed or punched five times in a row, Nika decided it was time to move on to the second rule and then come back to more drills in a minute.

“The second rule is very important!” Nika said. “You must always tell your enemies exactly what you plan to do to them before you do it! Sometimes, the heat of battle does not allow for this, but you should always try!”

“Can you give me an example?” Safia asked with a playful smile.

“Absolutely!” Nika answered. “Calli, you’re up first!”

“It would depend on what kind of creature we were facing,” the blonde siren said.

“I’ve got one,” Ruby called from the sidelines. “Pretend we’re up against one of the evil orc chieftains. There’s still a few left who haven’t tested their grit against the might of Clan Jewell yet, so this will be good practice for when we finally face them.”

“Thank you, Nimble Fingers,” Nika said with a curt nod. “A brilliant suggestion. Calliope?”

“I would look that evil orc chieftain in the eye,” Calli began, “and the first thing I would do is pretend to be scared so he comes close enough to try and kill me. Then I would sing a song of paralysis the moment before his claws could rip open my flesh, and then I would tell him how I will pluck out his claws one by one so that he is left crippled and useless.”

“Ooooh!” Nika moaned. “Amazing! I love it!”

“Then I would tell him how I will cut off both his legs so he cannot run away,” Calli continued. “I would cut off his hands so he could not even grasp me with his pathetic declawed fingers. I would cut open his chest while he was still conscious so he could watch me break open his ribs, and then as I pulled the beating heart from his body, I would tell him how his teeth will make a beautiful necklace for my daughter.”

“Fuck,” Safia whispered, and then her hands flew to her mouth.

“Not bad, Calli.” Ruby stood up from her blanket and swaggered to the middle of the crystal ring. “But let me see if I can give this a go.”

“Please, be my guest,” Safia said.

“I would like to hear this, too,” Tamzin chuckled.

“First off, I’d break that fucker’s kneecaps so he fell down and had to look up at me,” Ruby said.

“I do not mean to interrupt,” Nika whispered loudly. “But you are very, very short, Nimble Fingers! You might have to break his hips if you want to make sure he looks up at you.”

“Ughh, fine!” Ruby threw her hands up. “I’ll break his knees or hips, whatever. Then as he’s looking up at me and waiting for the death blow, I’ll tell him that I’m not actually gonna kill him. I’m actually gonna keep him prisoner for about two more months until my little one is ready to emerge into the world. Then I’ll tie him upside down, drain him like a stuck pig, and let the heart of an orc chieftain be the first thing my baby eats when he decides to show up.”

“Magnificent!” Nika applauded with wild enthusiasm. “This is a great idea. Perhaps we should hunt down one of the remaining orc chieftains before the little half-dwarf joins us! It would be wonderful to feed him an orc heart as his very first food.”

“You all really know how to strike fear into the hearts of your enemies, don’t you?” Safia asked. “What about you, Nika? What would you say?”

“I am a little more to the point than Calli and Ruby,” Nika answered. “I would tell that ugly orc chieftain that I will tear open his guts, rip out his intestines, and let our wolf-dog Handsome defecate in his open stomach. Then I would cut off his balls, feed them to him, and wait until he chokes or bleeds past the point of no return!”

Safia’s dark eyes went wide, but she stayed rooted in place. Again, I smiled at the fact that the duchess must really have a stomach made of steel. Just one more reason she truly belonged here with me and the rest of my wives.

I was thoroughly enjoying the show and all my wives’ threats to our imaginary enemies. I was pretty sure Safia might even learn something by the end of it, but I realized Khara was still inside the house, and since she’d been the one who was so eager to teach the duchess, I slipped back inside to make sure she was alright.

She wasn’t at the table where I’d left her, though. She could have gone out the back door through the kitchen, although then she would have been present at Nika’s lessons. I was about to double-check out the back anyway, just in case she’d gone for a lap around the homestead to burn off some excess energy, but before I could reach the door, I heard a low growling purr from the bedroom.

“I was hoping that was you, Ken Jewell,” Khara purred. “Won’t you lock the doors and come in?”
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Chapter 23

“Oh, yeah?” I grinned. “What’s on your mind?”

“Come and find out.” Khara’s purr was even louder now.

I locked both doors behind me and let my eyes adjust to the dimness. There was only a single blue crystal for light in the darkness, but my vision quickly got used to the low light.

Khara was completely naked on the bed, and for a few seconds, the beauty of the orc warrior woman left me completely frozen to the spot. Her pearly-gray skin gleamed in the light of the blue crystal, and each slight shift in movement highlighted her rippling lean muscles. She had one hand draped over her entrance to hide it from view, but her charcoal nipples were stiff with excitement, and her waves of thick brown hair did nothing to hide the perfect swell of her cleavage.

My jaw started to drop open at the sight of my beautiful orc wife, but Khara just gave me a fanged smile. Then she slowly slid her hand away from her mound, and my gaze followed her fingers across her thigh until they settled around the curve of her hip. Her red eyes met mine with just as much enthusiasm and hunger as I felt all the way down to my very toes.

“Damn, Khara,” I whispered. “You’re so fucking sexy.”

“I am,” the orc warrior agreed. “Now, would you like to guess what else I am, husband?”

“Beautiful,” I said, but I didn’t move from my position by the door. “Gorgeous. Ferocious. Bloodthirsty.”

“I am also all of those things,” Khara confirmed. “But that is not what I meant.”

“Well, I’m guessing since you’re naked in my bed, you’re feeling pretty horny,” I chuckled.

“Yesss,” Khara hissed. “And?”

“And you thought this would be a good chance to get me alone while everyone else is preoccupied with training Safia?” I asked.

“I’m fertile again,” Khara blurted with unusual emotion, but she immediately dropped her red gaze from mine.

My mind went reeling.

In so many ways, it felt like Khara had just given birth to Akanateela, even though I’d enjoyed plenty of adventures with my little goth princess since then. It also felt like Khara had only just leveled out from the totally raging and unpredictable orc warrior she was while she was pregnant, and I knew getting her pregnant again was a lot more complicated than getting Nika or any of my other wives pregnant.

Sure, my kids with Nika tended to come out completely wild and ready to slaughter everything that moved, but my goblin wife had done a great job disciplining our children lately. And it might take a while for Calli to give birth and for her egg to then hatch, but the pregnancy itself was no big deal. A few trips to the underdark to supply her with everything she was craving, and we would be good to go.

Tamzin’s pregnancy had been pretty easy so far too, and whenever Safia became pregnant, at least I would know what to expect from a human woman. Ruby tended to get a little hormonal, but once she puked or cried it out, she went right back to being her usual feisty self.

But Khara… Khara was something else when she got pregnant. I had never known anyone so terrifying and violent. We’d watched her like a hawk to keep her from running too wild, and even then, we’d chained her in the cellar a few times just until her hormones leveled out so she could calm down and promise not to eat Matilda or anyone else in our family.

But then I thought about the perfect daughter we had created. I wouldn’t have traded Akana for anything in any world, no matter how many times her mother had tried to eat us all for dinner while she was pregnant. My little dark and shy princess had my whole heart, and I couldn’t imagine how much joy it would bring me to give her a little baby orc sister or brother.

“Husband?” Khara sat up halfway when I didn’t respond right away. “I know pregnant orcs are very unpredictable and violent, but we have done it before. Do you not think we could do it again?”

“You sure you’re up for it?” I teased. “It would mean lots of wrestling matches to keep you tame, and we’d need to have a lot of wild sex to help calm you down, too. We might even have to tie you up sometimes whenever you’re not able to get enough hunting in to satisfy your cravings.”

“Of course I am up for it,” Khara answered with her head held high. “I am the Great Kharazugelphi, former general of the army of Molgre Dhodh, and now the fearsome general of Clan Jewell. I cannot think of anything I want more than to have another child with you.”

“Well, we do know what to expect now,” I said, as if I hadn’t already made up my mind.

“Exactly.” Khara nodded. “We have experience. You will drink minotaur ball juice whenever I am especially wild, and then you will fuck my brains out for an entire day and a night until I collapse from exhaustion. You will chain me up in the cellar when I am too unpredictable until I can calm down again. You will keep a close eye on me at all times, and I will enjoy feeling you watch me.”

“Me, too.” I grinned. “Yeah. Let’s make a baby.”

“You truly mean it?” Khara gasped, and a low purr began to rumble in her chest.

“Have I ever said something I didn’t mean?” I asked, but I was already shrugging off my shirt. “Especially when it comes to putting a baby inside you?”

Khara shook her head with a small, fanged smile.

“That’s what I thought.” I kicked my boots off and then immediately started tugging off my belt.

“Let me help you with the rest of that, husband,” Khara announced, and in under a second, the tall warrior crossed the distance between us and finished unfastening my pants and pulling them to the floor.

“Better?” I smirked.

Khara took a step back to admire my naked body. “Much better.”

Then my lips found hers, and the moment we kissed, I lost all track of time. Our tongues danced together in such delight that it could have been hours or days. I really didn’t give a shit how much time went by, just like I didn’t care how many of my family members were outside practicing their fight moves on the lawn.

All I cared about was this ruthless, vicious, homicidal orc warrior woman, and the way she melted like absolute butter in my arms.

Well, maybe not complete butter.

The more deeply I kissed her and the more tightly I gripped her ass, the more Khara ran her black claws down my back with increasing savagery. She hadn’t drawn blood yet, so I knew she was holding back, but the feeling of her smooth, firm flesh in my grip was too much for me to resist.

My tongue started to delve into parts of her mouth that I hadn’t explored yet, and every time I thrust in a little deeper, Khara moaned as if my cock was already inside her. We staggered over toward the bed, but I didn’t know which of us pulled the other one into bed first. All I knew was that our bodies tumbled together onto the mattress, and then everything was a blur of tongues and gentle bites, plus a few not-so-gentle bites, too.

My dick had grown stiff the moment I came into the room and saw Khara naked and waiting for me. Now after all our rolling around on the mattress and running our hands all over each other, my cock was even harder. I was pretty sure I could have used it as a crane to lift up one of our granite blocks single-handedly, but I had a much better use for it in mind.

Since Khara was beneath me on the bed, I slipped my arms under her shoulders and quickly flipped over onto my back so she straddled my lap. The muscled warrior sat up so her spine was upright, and this put her in a perfect position to accept my throbbing cock. She ran her tongue across her fangs with a sly smile, and I reached down to guide my cock toward her waiting pussy.

“Yes, husband,” Khara purred as she closed her eyes and tilted her head back. “Put another baby inside me.”

“Not until I have you nice and relaxed first,” I chuckled.

“If you…” Khara gasped as my tip pushed aside the lips of her entrance. “If… you think… that’s… best!”

Khara cried out louder when my cock inched deeper into her velvety tunnel. She pushed her hips down onto me at the same time I thrust upward, and it barely took any time at all before we found our rhythm, just like usual. Her ass slapped against my thighs every time she came down on my lap again. The faster we started to go, the more her ass bounced against me until it sounded like my own racing heartbeat, and everything else seemed to go quiet.

I gripped her taut waist and already started to imagine seeing the gentle swell of her belly when she was carrying my child. It would be amazing to have another little Akanateela running around and ripping the faces off our enemies, but I also couldn’t help wondering what a little orc boy might be like. Would he be steady and reliable like Sawsaw? Always getting into mischief like the other gobs? Or would he be like the youngest gob boy, who was a complete angel until the frenzy of battle descended over him and he turned into a total raging hellion?

At the end of the day, I didn’t really care whether it was a boy or girl. All I cared about was that our kid came out healthy and happy. All the rest were just details.

And the most important detail was making love to this incredible woman in my lap right now.

I tightened my grip on her waist. When Khara let out a soft hiss of pleasure, I let my blunt fingernails dig into her skin a little deeper, and you would have thought that I just offered her the skull of her greatest enemy still brimming with fresh brains to devour.

“Yesss, harder!” Khara gasped. “I want to feel the way you will tame me when I am on a pregnant rampage again!”

“I can do that.” I smirked. “Come here.”

Khara glanced down at me with a hooded gaze, then buried her fangs in her upper lip and shook her head. “Make me.”

My hands shot up faster than she could react. I wrapped my arms around her back and pulled her down so her chest fell into mine. Even as she tried to pull away, I just kept my grip tight around her and thrust harder and faster into her tunnel. She kept pretending to try and get loose, but she was purring so loud that her entire chest was vibrating against my own.

I took a risk when I let one hand glide down her back, but the moment I gripped a handful of her supple ass, I knew it was worth it. I massaged her firm muscles with one hand while my other hand held her body pressed against mine. I could hear the rumble of her purrs getting so loud that it sounded like she was about to take flight, and then the purring suddenly stopped.

“Ohhh!” Khara gasped instead, and then: “Ohhh, huuus… baaand!”

Her whole body stiffened in my grip. Her thighs squeezed against my hips so tightly that she probably could have broken them if she squeezed much harder, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t concentrate on anything except the look of pure ecstasy on her face as the orgasm swept over her body and flushed her gray cheeks with a dark blue blush.

Once the climax finished sweeping through her, she collapsed against me, and I thought I’d never felt her so completely relaxed before. Her tunnel gave off soft pulses in the afterglow of her orgasm, and I let each one grip my cock like a firm hand pulling me deeper and deeper inside her.

I just held her against me and began to slowly pump my cock while it was still deep in her tunnel. One small, rhythmic thrust after another, followed by one slow grinding circle of my hips against hers. Then her chest began to vibrate again, and I knew I was close to following up her first orgasm with an almost immediate second one.

I kept up my same rhythm of grinding pulses, and sure enough, Khara’s purrs became a mix of soft snarls and moans. Then her fangs suddenly buried themselves in my shoulder hard enough to draw blood.

I cried out, but that only made the orc warrior sink her teeth in even deeper. Just as I almost lost my focus, Khara released her fangs from my shoulder, threw her head back, and gave such a cry that even the ground beneath us seemed to tremble.

“That was… such a… fast… second climax,” Khara panted after she collapsed against my body again.

“I thought your body felt like you were ready for another one,” I chuckled.

“Then you must know my body almost better than I know myself,” Khara purred.

“It’s a good thing too, since I’m the one who will be keeping the closest eye on you when you’re pregnant,” I replied.

“Mmm.” Khara licked up the little bit of blood that had started to seep from her fang bite on my shoulder. “I look forward to you watching me at all times, husband.”

“Me, too,” I groaned.

Before I could protest, Khara pulled herself off my cock. She adjusted her position on the bed, so now she was on all fours, and then she glanced over her shoulder with a smirk.

“Perhaps you would like to start by watching me now as you take me from behind,” the brunette warrior suggested.

“Uh, fuck yes,” I answered.

Less than two seconds later, I was on my knees on the mattress behind her. I had been able to feel her muscular ass while she was riding my lap, just like I’d been able to hear the sound of it slapping my thighs. But now that I could actually see her wiggling it in front of me, I thought I’d never seen anything so fucking glorious before.

Khara spread her legs a little wider and then reached between her thighs to help guide my cock toward her pussy. The moment my tip pushed against her dripping lips, she dropped her hand back down to the mattress for better balance. Since she was already so wet, I didn’t need to slowly inch my way in, and instead, I simply gripped her hips and pulled her back.

She slid onto my cock at the same time I pumped my pelvis forward. As soon as our bodies were joined, we both let out audible sighs. It felt like nothing existed outside of our flesh fusing together in the low light of the bedroom, and for a few seconds, I just held myself inside her without moving so I could enjoy the blissful feeling of our bodies connected to each other.

But then Khara glanced back over her shoulder again and squeezed her pelvic muscles to grip my cock a little tighter. I groaned at the feeling of her tunnel holding me tight like a satin glove, and then I forgot all about wanting to hold myself still and just enjoy the feeling.

Now, all I could think about was making this incredible woman cum again, right before I filled her with my baby-making seed.

I plunged my stiff shaft into her again and again, and the sight of her ass cheeks bouncing together with each thrust made me feel like I was spinning. I pumped my hips harder and harder into her, and the faster I fucked her, the more she thrust her ass up to meet me. Over and over, I shoved my cock deeper into her until her legs started to buckle slightly, but that only made me drive harder.

Khara lowered herself down onto her forearms with her ass still in the air, and that made me slide even further inside her. She didn’t stop there, though. Her chest lowered to the mattress a few seconds later, and then I started thrusting so fast that her hips dropped to the bed, too. I just lowered myself down on top of her and kept shoving in deeper while her purrs kept getting louder and louder.

The next time I thrust fully inside her, she gripped the sheets so hard that the seams ripped.

“Yesss!” Khara gasped, but her next gasp turned into a wordless scream so loud that it could have woken up the dead.

I didn’t want to wait anymore.

While she was still climaxing and her muscles were still quivering, I pulled her hips back against me, held onto her legs, and managed to spin her around without ever having to pull out of her pussy. As soon as she was on her back beneath me, I pulled out, shoved my cock in deeply, and felt another shudder of pleasure pass through the brunette warrior’s body.

“Give me a baby…” she moaned under me, and then I lost myself as I started to pump my hips rhythmically into hers again.

I was so close that it felt like my balls were already trembling as they got ready to blow their load. I looked down at the ferociously beautiful woman beneath me, and the moment her red gaze met mine, she gave such a deep purr of love and desire that I couldn’t hold myself back.

My next thrust sent a river of cum spewing inside the beautiful warrior. It felt like I was trying to tame Niagara Falls, but there was no way to control the flood of my seed. It gushed into her in one icy-hot wave after another, and I felt like I went half-blind until I had emptied every last drop inside Khara’s accepting womb.

When I had completely filled her to the brim, I pulled out and collapsed onto the mattress beside her. Then I pulled the warrior woman into my arms, and she nestled against me with a satisfied purr.

“Your warm seed is so powerful, husband,” Khara sighed. “I can already feel your sperm working inside me and sieging the walls of my egg.”

“Shit, are you already pregnant?” I demanded.

“I will know for certain in less than five minutes,” Khara answered.

“You’re incredible, you know that?” I grinned.

“I am aware that I am incredible, yes,” Khara agreed. “It is only fitting. Any woman who is less than incredible would never be a fitting partner for you, husband. And only the most incredible women should bear you children.”

“Then I must have gotten really lucky,” I said.

“It was not luck,” Khara replied. “It is only the fact that you are the strongest, bravest, most generous, and incredible man any of us have ever known. Luck has nothing to do with it.”

“You know…” I said softly. “Out of all the victories we’ve won--”

“Do you mean the victories we have won on the surface world or in the underdark?” Khara interrupted. “Or the deep or deep, deep underdark?”

“Everywhere,” I chuckled. “Out of all the victories we’ve won everywhere, and out of all the things we have accomplished--”

“Like all the enemies we have slaughtered?” Khara interrupted again. “And all the treasure we have earned for ourselves?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m so proud of all of that, but I have to tell you: none of those are the accomplishments that I’m most proud of.”

“Really?” Khara rolled over slightly so she could prop her chin up on my chest. “Then what is?”

“Making all of you cum,” I said with a grin.

Khara instantly blushed, but she shook her head. “Do not be ridiculous, husband. You should be much more proud of your victories, like destroying ten thousand orcs.”

“Oh, this is a victory,” I said as I kissed her forehead. “And it’s my favorite kind of victory.”

“Then next time we should make love in the blood of our enemies after we defeat them,” Khara said. “That would truly be an accomplishment.”

“I’ll put it on the list,” I chuckled, but then I wrapped my arms around her tightly again. “But just so you know, this is all the victory I need.”

“You are very sentimental tonight, husband,” Khara purred, but from the way she nuzzled into my shoulder, I knew she felt the same way.

I just laughed and kissed the top of her head. My eyes were half-closed, and I could feel myself drifting toward sleep. Khara’s purrs were growing softer and softer as she drifted toward sleep too, but just before I could nod off, my gaze fell on something in the corner of the room that most definitely hadn’t been there before our trip to the dryad grove.

There was a gold dress folded up on top of the dresser, along with a gold and green dress and several other items of clothing that all belonged to Safia. Her jewelry had also been placed neatly beside her clothes. There was no reason for any of her belongings to be here though, not when she was living at Torrance’s house.

Unless…

“Uhh, Khara?” I whispered.

“Hmm?” Khara sleepily raised her head and followed my gaze.

“Do you know anything about that?” I asked.

“It looks like it belongs to the human duchess,” Khara said, and then she rested her head against my chest again.

“But what’s it doing here?” I asked. “Does it mean Safia has decided to move in?”

“Perhaps,” Khara said and then yawned.

“Aren’t you curious?” I demanded.

“Not really,” Khara answered. “It was only a matter of time before the duchess came to her senses and realized she would be much better off living here than at Torrance’s house.”

“Yeah, but--”

“There is a very easy way for us to find out,” Khara chuckled as she rolled into a sitting position. “Wait right here.”

The gray-skinned warrior slipped her clothes back on and headed out the door almost faster than I could even sit up in bed. I wasn’t sure what she was doing, but the moment she headed outside the house, she called out for Safia, and I went scrambling to get my clothes back on.

“Human duchess!” Khara called from outside the window.

“Shit,” I muttered and then half-fell across the bedroom while I tried to pull my pants on. “I meant maybe I could ask her in private first.”

It was too late to call Khara back. That would have been like trying to pull a train backward once it had already left the station and picked up full steam. The least I could do now was get my clothes back on and rejoin the rest of my family when Khara asked Safia what all her clothes were doing in my house.

I didn’t have time to get my boots on, but I managed to finish pulling on my pants and my shirt before I stumbled out the door. Nika seemed to be missing, but the rest of my family was all still gathered around the fighting ring of crystals where they’d been training Safia, and no one seemed bothered that Khara and I had disappeared to make a baby.

The orc warrior was standing beside Safia in the ring now, and from the surprised look on her face, I guessed Khara had already asked the duchess my question.

“Uhh, if you want to talk about this later or in private, that’s fine,” I told Safia. “You don’t have to--”

“I was going to talk to you before we all went to bed tonight,” Safia interrupted. “But I see you and Khara beat me to it.”

“Talk about what?” Nika asked as she came running around the corner of the house with a throwing dagger in one hand. “That was a very good throw, Safia. Next time, you might actually almost hit me!”

“Ken would like to know why all of my clothes and jewelry are in his house instead of Torrance’s house,” Safia explained.

“Oh, what an interesting question!” Nika clapped her hands. “How long have they been there? Did someone hide them from you and then Ken Jewell found them? He is very good at finding things, like amazing treasures and amazing orgasms!”

“Thanks, Nika,” I chuckled.

“While you all were dealing with the dryads, I was talking things over with Calliope and Ruby,” Safia told me. “Torrance has been more than gracious in letting me stay in his house, and his family has been beyond understanding.”

“It’s been no trouble, ma’am,” Markus blurted from the sidelines of the crystal fighting ring.

“None at all!” Maximus added.

“You’ve been a mighty nice house guest,” Torrance agreed. “And a sight more well-mannered than me and the boys, that’s for sure.”

Everyone glanced at Matilda to see if she would add anything to the rest of her family’s statements, and I had to hide the amused smirk on my face when I saw the girl struggling with her sour expression.

“I didn’t hate having another woman around,” Matilda finally muttered.

“I’ve grown surprisingly fond of you, too,” Safia snickered, but then she turned back to me. “Anyway, my point is that while you were gone, I decided that it’s been more than enough time. I should be living with my husband, and Calliope and Ruby thought I should go ahead and move my things in before you returned.”

I glanced at Calli and Ruby. Their arms were entwined with each other as they looked on, and both women were grinning at the surprise they’d managed to keep secret.

“Unless you think it will be too crowded?” Safia asked as her voice suddenly grew hesitant. “I know you plus five women in one bedroom is already a lot, so--”

“Safia,” I interrupted.

“Yes?” The duchess drew herself up tall, but her lips were still pressed together like she was worried I would tell her to move right back in with Torrance’s family.

“Of course I want you to move in,” I told her. “Did you ever doubt it?”

Safia’s expression flooded with relief. She threw herself into my arms, and I wrapped her in a tight embrace so she could feel just how happy I was that she’d decided to take the next step in our relationship. At the same time, Nika grabbed Calli and Ruby and started to dance in a circle with them. When they didn’t leap around fast enough for her, she let them go and just danced all on her own. Tamzin and Khara simply smiled as they watched my goblin wife jump around in excitement.

I kissed Safia’s cheek and then pulled back so I could look at her.

“We’ll make room,” I said. “Besides, we’ve got a castle on the way, remember?”

“That’s true,” Safia said with a smile.

“Don’t worry, we will have the most magnificent castle in all the world!” Nika said. “It will have beautiful windows and a wonderful kitchen, and there will be lots and lots of rooms for sleeping and making babies. You will love it, you will see!”

“I’m sure I will,” Safia replied.

“If we can just get some more granite, then we’ll really be able to get started on it good and proper,” Ruby announced.

“It’s on the list,” I said. “As soon as we go back to the deep, deep underdark and get some moss for Tamzin’s seedlings, then we can really start work on the castle.”

“Are you sure you won’t be just a little distracted by running around after a pregnant Khara?” Ruby smirked.

“How do you know she’s already pregnant?” Safia asked. “That’s impossible.”

“Monster pregnancies are different from humans,” Calli told the duchess with a smile.

“We don’t know for sure if Khara is pregnant yet,” Tamzin added. “We just assume that it will not take long since she is so very fertile.”

Khara suddenly raised her hand and inspected her nails. She touched one claw with her fingertip, and then she flicked it loose. The black claw fell to the ground, and when she flicked the rest of her fingers, all her other claws suddenly shed, too.

I knew what that meant.

It meant her claws were all about to grow back even longer and sharper than before, all the better to defend herself with. It meant she was about to turn into the wildest and most bloodthirsty creature in the underdark, and it meant I couldn’t keep the grin from spreading across my face.

“Good news,” Khara said as her eager gaze met mine. “It looks like I am pregnant, Ken Jewell.”
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Chapter 24

The next few days went by quickly as we prepared for our return to the deep, deep underdark. I wanted to get down there as soon as possible to get the moss for Tamzin’s newly planted grove, but I also wanted to make sure that we were completely prepared for a possible run-in with the drow. With Tamzin’s help, I planned to avoid the drow completely, but since we did have to steal the moss from their territory, I wanted to take into account every possibility.

Especially considering the fact that underdark missions rarely went totally according to plan, and I had a pretty strong feeling that was probably even more true for deep, deep underdark missions.

Other than going over all our plans to raid the moss, we also had our hands full getting used to Safia living with us, along with getting used to Khara being pregnant again. So far, her bloodlust had been satisfied by going on at least three hunts a day, sometimes in the woods and sometimes in the underdark. I kept careful watch over her though, and every time her hungry gaze started to linger on any of us a little too long, I sent her out on another hunt, or I took her into the house by herself and fucked her brains out until she fell asleep.

Even only a few days into her pregnancy, I could tell this was going to be a wild ride. I was a lot more confident that we knew what to do this time around, but we still had three months to go. Maybe only two if the new little orc was anything like Akana, but there was no way to know until it happened.

And speaking of Akana, my little goth princess was absolutely over the moon.

She loved her other brothers and sisters more than anything in the world, but I could tell that the idea of having a little half orc sibling of her own made her cryptic heart turn to total mush. She would spoil the new little orc worse than Sawsaw spoiled his sisters, but if she was even half as good as Sawsaw at teaching the little one, it would be amazing.

We would have our hands full, that was for sure, but there was nowhere else I’d rather be.

Besides, I sure as shit didn’t mind the fact that a rampaging, pregnant Khara would be coming with us back to the deep, deep underdark to face off against any possible drow we might encounter. Sure, the drow might be terrifying, but I couldn’t imagine anything more ferocious than a pregnant Kharazughelphi.

A few days later, we had all our plans in place for the moss raid. The only real question that remained was who to bring with me other than Khara, but I had a pretty good idea who I wanted to take.

And I definitely had a good idea who would be left behind.

My daughters weren’t going to come within two miles of the drow city if I could help it. It was one thing for me and some of my wives to go, but I would never put my girls that close to the dangers of the drow if I could help it. Of course, they didn’t take the news well, but that was to be expected.

“But, Daaaaddy!” Abby cried as I headed toward the wagon. “Please, please, pleeeease! Weren’t we so helpful during the fight against the dryads?”

“We wouldn’t even try to cause any trouble!” Athena whined. “We promise! We would be so good! You will seeee!”

Akana just looked at me with her fangs buried hopefully in her top lip.

“The question isn’t whether you’d be helpful or good,” I told the girls. “I know you would be both helpful and good, but it’s absolutely out of the question. The drow are too dangerous.”

“Then we could just be very, very careful to avoid them!” Abby said.

“I know, princess,” I sighed. “But how often do underdark missions go according to plan?”

“Almost never.” Abby’s gaze dropped to the ground.

“That’s right,” I agreed. “Now, I’m the Sergeant Daddy around here, and I won’t put you girls at risk of being enslaved by the drow. That’s non-negotiable.”

“I am afraid that I must agree with your father on this one,” Calli said as she knelt down beside our daughter and raised her chin up.

“You do?” I scoffed. “Fucking Christ, just how bad are these drow that even you’re hesitant to send Abby against them?”

“They are very bad, Ken Jewell,” Nika answered for my siren wife. “Very, very bad.”

“Sawsaw come,” my oldest son grunted.

“Yeah, buddy,” I agreed. “I want you with me, and I also want Khara.”

“I hope we will run into all the drow,” Khara growled with a crazed light in her red eyes.

“Oh, good,” I muttered. “It looks like we’ll be leaving just in time for you to go on another hunt. Tamzin, I’ll also need you to come so you can lead us to the moss.”

“Of course, my love,” the mossy-haired dryad answered.

“I am coming, too,” Nika announced.

Sawsaw and I glanced at each other, but our look didn’t go unnoticed by Nika. My goblin wife immediately pointed her finger in both our faces and clicked her tongue.

“No, no, no,” Nika said. “You do not get to look at each other and decide Nika is too unpredictable. I am the stealthiest of the stealthy! I am the thirstiest of the bloodthirsty! I will laugh in the face of any drow who try to stop us, and I will pick out the most beautiful drow woman from a hundred yards away so you can throw her over your shoulder and bring her home, Ken Jewell.”

“Nika…” I pinched the bridge of my nose and shook my head.

“I think it’s a wonderful idea,” Safia said lightly.

“You do?” Nika’s whole face lit up, and she immediately grabbed the duchess in a tight embrace and whirled her around. “Of course you do! Because you are as brilliant as you are beautiful, oh brilliant, beautiful Safia.”

“I mean it.” Safia carefully untangled herself from Nika’s arms and looked at me. “Let’s say you do run into some trouble with the drow. I hope you don’t, but let’s pretend for a moment that you do. I understand you want to keep your party small so you can get in and out quickly, but if you run into enemies, you will need as many solid fighters as you can get. Obviously, you’ll have to balance keeping your party small while also keeping your party ferocious enough to kill any drow, but that is why Nika would make an excellent addition.”

“See?” My goblin wife was practically glowing from Safia’s suggestion.

“She’s good at sneaking and killing,” Safia said. “Khara is good at hunting and killing. Tamzin is good at finding and killing. My own fighting skills aren’t up to the high standards that your wives have set, or I’d offer to go with you myself.”

“What about me?” Ruby muttered.

“Did you want to go into drow territory?” Safia arched her black eyebrow.

“Fuck no,” Ruby grumbled. “But I’m standing right here, ye’ know. It’s not like I’m useless…”

“No one could ever call you useless,” I assured my dwarven wife.

“True, but I am afraid your tears would make you a liability, small dwarf,” Khara said. “If we were trying to quietly pass the drow, and you saw a flower that reminded you of one of Matilda’s cupcake decorations, you would burst into tears, perhaps even sooner than I could stop them from flowing down your cheeks.”

“But her cupcake decorations are so neat and tiny!” Ruby’s lower lip started to tremble, and she quickly wiped away a single tear and then stamped her foot. “That’s fucking fine. Betrayed by my own tears, I see how it is.”

“It’s okay, Ruby,” I chuckled. “I’m sure there will be a next time when it comes to getting moss from the drow.”

“What about the dryads?” Safia asked. “Can’t you ask them to help you get this moss?”

“That would kind of defeat your point about keeping our party as small as possible,” I said. “We can’t just have a whole grove of dryads following us into drow territory.”

“The grove will also likely need more time to recover after the losses we inflicted on them,” Tamzin added. “They will need to tend to their trees and each other, and they will need to send all the dead dryads into the next life properly.”

“All the more reason for me to come!” Nika threw her arms up like an Olympic gymnast. “I even promise I will not kidnap anyone without your permission, Ken Jewell!”

“That’s something,” I groaned. “Yeah, I guess you can come.”

Nika clapped her hands and then grabbed Safia so she could whirl the duchess around in a gleeful dance.

“I’ve never seen someone so excited about not kidnapping someone,” Safia laughed.

Nika immediately stopped dancing and clasped Safia’s face like she was about to kiss her.

“Oh, darling Safia, I would be more excited if we actually were kidnapping someone,” Nika said solemnly. “But I will let today be a scouting mission only. I will look for the most beautiful drow that can be found, and next time, we will kidnap her. If your fighting skills improve by then, maybe you can even come with us!”

Safia arched her eyebrow and glanced at me, but I just smirked and shrugged. There would be a time to argue with Nika about how we were definitely not going to kidnap any drow, but now wasn’t that time. If she wanted to daydream about it in the meantime, I wasn’t going to stop her, especially since she had at least accepted that no kidnapping would be happening today.

“Shitter come, too?” my second oldest asked. “Help Sawsaw and Da?”

I ran my fingers through my thick hair. I hadn’t decided about whether I was taking the rest of my goblin sons yet. Khara, Nika, and Tamzin would all be as stealthy and deadly as I needed them to be, or at least Khara and Tamzin would be. Nika was a little bit of a wild card, but I had to admit that was one of the things I loved most about her.

Sawsaw was always my most trustworthy right-hand man, but Shitter had really been proving himself as leader of one of my gob squads. And it might not hurt to have another goblin who could go into sneak mode on demand, just as long as I brought enough mana mushrooms to help them camouflage themselves.

“Okay,” I said. “Shitter, you can come, too. But nobody else!”

The rest of my goblin sons looked like I had just eaten the last helping of their favorite hoof and bone broth. The only one who didn’t look bothered by my announcement was the little unnamed dude, but he never looked like anything bothered him, not unless he was in the thick of battle, anyway.

I forced myself to ignore the rest of my sons’ crushed expressions. I was doing this for their own protection. Tamzin, Khara, and Nika could handle themselves against the drow, just like Sawsaw, Shitter, and I could. It was way too dangerous for the rest of my kids to tag along this time. They would just have to get over it.

Although if I knew Ruby, she’d put them to work soon enough that they wouldn’t even have time to wonder how our raid in the deep, deep underdark was going.

“You all be good,” I told all my kids who were staying behind. “Remember, your aunts are in charge, so anything Ruby, Calli, or Safia tells you to do, you better do it, or I’ll find out when I come home.”

“Be safe, Ken,” Safia whispered, and then she stepped forward to kiss me.

Our tongues tangled together in a passionate goodbye, and then Ruby and Calli quickly followed her example. I nodded at all my younger sons, and they gave me their sharpest salutes. When I turned to my daughters, Abby and Athena looked like it was taking all their concentration not to burst into tears, but Akana just held out her claws to me for a handshake.

I ignored my little goth girl’s hand and pulled her into a tight hug instead.

“I know it’s hard,” I whispered. “But you’ll be my brave girl, won’t you?”

Akana’s dark red eyes lit up, and she gave me a single serious nod.

“Thanks, sweetie,” I said.

Then we all loaded up into the wagon with Charlie and headed out. The second sun was just coming up, and that meant we had the whole day to get in and out of drow territory. If anyone did try to follow us back up to the surface, they would burst into flames the moment the suns’ light touched their skin. That was always one of the biggest reasons I liked to do our underdark missions in the daytime. Plus, if we left now, we should also be back in time to bring Charlie home before any monsters came out to threaten him.

We ran into one basilisk on our way down to the deep underdark, and then we ran into two wendigos who had strayed into the main chamber underneath the Doomshrooms. We were able to kill them before they could howl or moan for help, though.

Sawsaw and Shitter beat their skulls with their hatchet hammers so they wouldn’t send the creatures’ contaminated blood spurting through the air. Nika distracted the terrifyingly thin monsters by pelting them with pebbles, and this gave Khara and Tamzin the chance to both lift up heavy rocks and chuck them at the wendigos. The boulders crushed them to the floor, and then Tamzin whispered softly to the roots in the main chamber and asked them to do the rest.

The thick black roots hissed and sighed, and then they moved to the side and simply swallowed the wendigos and the rocks whole. A little belch of smoke rose from the roots after they disappeared.

I stared at the place where our enemies had just been. I’d seen my family in more fights than I could count, but I still found myself grinning with pride at how impressive they were.

After we eliminated the stray wendigos, we continued on until we reached the glowing green entrance to the deep, deep underdark. It had been a pretty smooth trip so far, but I wasn’t going to say that out loud and risk jinxing the whole thing. Besides, I kept feeling like someone was watching me from behind, despite the fact that no one was ever there when I glanced back.

I was probably just anticipating the feeling of everything watching us in the deep, deep. I didn’t plan to look over my shoulder in the deep, deep underdark, at least not if I could help it. Instead, I took one last look over my shoulder now before we entered the tunnel lit by the glowing green gems, but there was still nothing behind us.

“They’re very good, aren’t they?” Khara smirked as we started down the tunnel.

“Who’s very good?” I asked.

“Riiight,” Nika giggled and then sent me a massive stage-wink. “That’s a good one, Ken Jewell. Did you hear that, Tamzin? He said, ‘Who’s very good?’ Isn’t that so funny?”

“Our husband is always good at making us laugh,” Tamzin replied. “I think he very much likes to tease us.”

“Uh, is nobody gonna fill me in on the joke?” I asked, even though I really had to focus to avoid slipping down the mossy stairs leading to the deep, deep underdark.

“We will take a right up ahead,” Tamzin said instead of answering my question. “The moss grows on the far side of the drow city. We will take the long way around through one of the side tunnels that will spit us out on the other side of their city. Then we will not have to cross the river in the main chamber or walk right next to the wall of the drow city.”

“Works for me,” I muttered. “Sawsaw? Shitter? Do one of you boys want to fill me in on the joke?”

My oldest sons both shrugged like they didn’t know what my wives were talking about either, and we reached the bottom of the stairs before I could ask again. The sweet scent of the deep, deep underdark wildflowers greeted me like a breath of fresh air when we entered the chamber. It was hard to remember that this beautiful world, filled with rolling green hills and glowing vines that swayed like fairy lights, was filled with nothing but creatures who wanted to murder us.

The drow city to our right was the only stretch of complete darkness, and I wasn’t eager to look over my shoulder and see whatever horrors glancing back might reveal. For all I knew, a hundred drow were peering over the edge of the city walls even now. Although, since no one came galloping out on their hairy spider steeds, I guessed that probably wasn’t the case.

I still wasn’t going to risk anything by speaking too loudly though, so I nodded to Tamzin and let her know we were ready for her to show us the secret route to the far side of the drow city. We crept right along the edge of the rolling green hills, and just before we reached the winding river, Tamzin led us into a tunnel on our right.

There was a steep dropoff about three feet into the tunnel, but each of my family members just jumped off the ledge and landed like cats a few yards down. I knelt down and grasped the edge of the ledge so my upper body strength could lower me down halfway, and then I dropped the rest of the way to join them.

I had just turned around to follow Tamzin deeper along her secret route when I heard two thuds hit the ground behind me. I immediately glanced over my shoulder despite the fact that I was greeted by yellow eyes all glaring at me from within the tunnel walls, along with a whole host of black forked tongues snaking up from the floor like roots gone wild.

But it wasn’t the eyes or the tongues that made me stop in my tracks.

It was the fact that Akana and the youngest unnamed gob had just tumbled off the ledge right behind me. They must not have seen the drop-off in time to hold themselves back, but now they picked themselves up from where they’d fallen like this had been their plan the whole time.

They were both armed to the teeth and without a single look of regret on their cute little faces.

“What… the… shit…” I whispered and then pinched the bridge of my nose to keep my voice calm. “What the hell do you two think you’re doing here?”

“They’re coming with us on the raid for Tamzin’s moss, of course!” Nika giggled. “They did such a good job sneaking after us. I am very proud of them! Aren’t you so proud of them, Ken Jewell?”

“I thought you would see them when we fought the wendigos,” Khara added. “But Akana found them an excellent hiding place until the fight was over.”

“It is a good thing too, or the roots might have eaten you both up for good measure,” Tamzin said with a low laugh.

“Hold on,” I groaned. “Did everybody except for me know they were following us?”

“Sawsaw not know,” my oldest said with a deeply disapproving frown.

“Shitter not know, too!” my second oldest said before mine or Sawsaw’s wrath could turn on him.

“But of course you knew, Ken Jewell!” Nika said. “Isn’t that why you made the very good joke earlier and kept looking back over your shoulder?”

“Um, no, I most definitely did not know,” I groaned, but I was still careful to keep my voice quiet to avoid drawing the attention of any nearby drow. “When I said you two were supposed to stay home, I meant it. This was not one of those times where you were supposed to push the boundaries. Are Abby and Athena here, too? What about Burp and Fetch?”

Akana shook her head, glanced at her mother, and cleared her throat.

“Akanateela makes an excellent point, husband,” Khara said. “You told her to be a brave girl, and of course, the bravest thing an orc girl can do is to defy all authority, leave her usual fighting companions behind, and venture into drow territory to prove her worth.”

I knew damn well that wasn’t what I meant when I told Akana to be brave. I’d meant that it would take a lot of bravery to stay behind with her siblings when that wasn’t what my kids were used to doing. But I knew just as well that no amount of arguments on my part would matter now. The plain fact of the matter was that Akana and my youngest son were here, and there was no way I could send them alone all the way back to the surface.

“And what’s your excuse?” I asked the unnamed gob.

The littlest dude regarded me calmly, as if I’d just invited him to a picnic and he was trying to decide if he should wear shorts or pants. Then he simply stepped forward to Akana’s side, grasped his big sister’s hand, and turned his gaze toward me again.

“Oh, Ken Jewell!” Nika’s emerald eyes were shining. “The children love each other so much. Our youngest son did not want Akana to come into the deep, deep underdark alone! I am so proud of them!”

Well, shit.

I couldn’t exactly be mad at the little dude for wanting to watch my daughter’s back, just like I couldn’t really be mad at Akana for misunderstanding what I meant when I told her to be brave. Just when I felt like I was really getting the hang of this fatherhood thing, my kids went and surprised me and turned everything I knew on its head.

Hell, maybe that was just what parenting was all about.

Akana looked up at my stern expression with her cute little underbite. I could already feel myself giving in, but when she turned her gaze on Sawsaw, my oldest son melted first. He laid a meaty green hand on the little orc’s shoulder and joined her pleading gaze with his own.

“Akana and gob already here,” Sawsaw pointed out. “Sawsaw watch. No trouble. Shitter watch, too.”

My second oldest nodded enthusiastically as he went to stand beside the older brother that he absolutely worshiped.

“They came all this way without causing any problems, my love,” Tamzin added gently. “And if everything goes according to plan, we will not run into any drow, anyway.”

“There’s no arguing with any of you,” I groaned and threw up my hands. “Fine. You’re both here now, so you can come with us to get the moss.”

Akana gave a little fanged grin, and even the corners of the littlest dude’s mouth seemed to turn up ever so slightly.

“But it’s only because you two are quieter than church mice!” I said. “So I know you won’t cause any problems. Got it?”

They both gave me a serious nod, but then Akana turned to Sawsaw and Shitter with an excited little jump. My two oldest boys chuckled and patted her and the little dude on their backs.

“What is a church mice?” Nika asked. “Are they rabid?”

“Oh, never mind,” I muttered. “We should keep moving if we’re gonna get that moss and get back out without anyone noticing.”

“No one should be looking out over the walls of the city unless they are preparing to send out a hunting party,” Tamzin said. “It is too bright for them up here. They prefer their own tunnels whenever they can be there instead.”

“How far is the moss once we come out of this tunnel?” I asked.

“Not far,” Tamzin said brightly, even though that was the most non-specific answer she could have given. “We just have to enter the drow cemetery, and there should be plenty of moss for us to take.”

“I’m kind of surprised the drow even have cemeteries,” I said. “I half-expected them to eat their own dead or something.”

“They are not wendigos, silly,” Nika giggled.

“I do not think all the drow are thrown in the cemeteries,” Tamzin said. “But there are always enough bones there to make the moss grow.”

“Then let’s keep moving,” I said. “Sawsaw, Shitter, you two watch your little siblings. You’re responsible for them now.”

All four of my kids looked like they’d just gotten away with murder, but I just chuckled and turned to follow Tamzin forward along our route. The tunnel looped and sloped up and down, so it felt a little like we were running along the invisible tracks of a rollercoaster. But when we finally emerged from the cavern, I saw that my dryad wife had led us exactly where she said she would.

The river was nowhere to be seen, and the darkness of the drow city was far to our left. There were more rolling green hills on this side of the chamber, complete with colorful wildflowers and long vines that twisted back and forth like they were all trying to get us to dance with them. But about a hundred yards in front of us and to the right, wisps of gray smoke were floating up from a massive thicket of briars.

Like everything else down here, the briars were surprisingly beautiful. Their limbs twisted together and formed thick purple thorns, and the thorny hedge was covered with dark violet flowers as big as my face. But the sight of the gray smoke floating up from the briars made my stomach tighten, especially when I glanced over and saw Tamzin taking a deep breath.

“Everything okay?” I asked. “Is that smoke supposed to be there?”

“Yes, that’s normal,” Tamzin whispered. “Even the bones of the drow are so evil that they give off smoke. Nothing will grow on their bones except for this moss.”

“Awesome,” I muttered, but then I realized my dryad wife actually looked nervous for once. “Come on, babe. You can do this in your sleep. We’ve got this.”

“You’re right, of course.” Tamzin straightened her posture, and a flicker of green light streaked from one moss-colored curl to another. “This way.”

As we started forward across the open chamber, I glanced in every direction to make sure we were alone. Khara and Nika moved right behind me and Tamzin, and my four children brought up the rear. Even Nika was quieter than I expected, but I imagined that my goblin wife wasn’t totally immune to the feeling that was making my stomach tie itself into knots.

In all my tours of duty, I had felt evil shit before, but not like this.

There was an unsettling feeling creeping across the landscape from the darkness where the drow city was, and it was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. No wonder the bones of the drow gave off smoke, and no wonder Tamzin was nervous about harvesting this moss. Although, I guessed if this was where she got the best nutrients for her seedlings, it shouldn’t have been a surprise that her trees were the most powerful out of all the trees in her former grove.

At least there were enough hills and plants that we were able to stay more or less hidden as we hurried forward. Sawsaw, Shitter, and the unnamed gob had all chowed down a couple mana mushrooms and were in complete camo mode now, and so was their mother. Khara and Akana did an impressive job blending into the dark landscape, but they were natural hunters and generally didn’t seem to have any problems blending into their surroundings. I was wearing my usual camo, complete with camo paint on my face, and Tamzin’s mossy hair made her look like a dark, slender tree moving carefully across the hills.

We had all started out from the tunnel hunched over, and I couldn’t have said when we all started crawling, but at some point, our knees must have dropped to the ground. It felt easier to blend in with our surroundings as we bear-crawled our way over the dense grass and thick green moss. And if any drow hunting parties did happen to ride by without sending an icy warning chill across the chamber first, we’d have a better shot at hiding in time.

I had army-crawled my way out of situations more often than I liked to remember, but crawling on my hands and knees instead of my belly was a new experience. Well, not totally new. There had been that one time in Syria where a cat had gotten stuck in a tunnel we’d been digging, and the locals had persuaded me to go in and get the poor thing out. I’d ended up with more scratches than Khara usually gave me when we made love, but it had been worth it to deliver the cat back to the little girl who owned it.

But I was pretty sure this world might be even more dangerous than Syria.

“Quick, into the briars!” I hissed.

There were only a few feet left between us and the violet thorn hedge, but the moment I gave the word, it was like somebody lit a fire under all our asses. We scrambled forward so fast that Shitter and Sawsaw ended up in a giant heap together, and when the littlest gob left sneak mode like his big brothers, he was perched on top of them both in a meditation pose. Nika appeared underneath Khara right between her legs and with a devious grin on her face. Tamzin had darted forward so fast that her mossy curls got caught in the sharp thorns, and now she held herself perfectly still as Akana climbed up the purple branch to help free her auntie’s hair.

The thorny hedge looked even bigger now that we were sheltered under it. The briars themselves rose high above us in a twisted tangle, and the purple flowers grew so close together that they almost completely blocked out the light. There was enough room under the thorny branches for us to sit up but not to stand, but when I looked ahead, the branches choked in closer together, and it looked like we would have to do some army-crawling after all.

“Hang on,” I muttered, and then I turned my body to look back the way we came.

As far as I could tell, we had left no signs of our passing behind us. But just to be sure, I faced forward again and then glanced over my shoulder so I could see the other side of this part of the deep, deep. There were still no signs that we had passed by, but there were plenty of claws flexing their muscles as they crawled up through gaps in the ground behind us. Some of them still had flesh dripping from their talons like they’d never bothered to clean off their last kills.

I quickly looked toward my family again.

“Did you hear something?” Nika whispered.

“No,” I answered. “Everything was just giving me the creeps out there, so I wanted to hurry and get under some shelter.”

“Even I must admit that this place has an unsettling feeling,” Khara said as she ran her hand along one of the purple limbs above her.

“Oh, I think we must be in for a very good time if even Khara is feeling the creep, creep of the deep, deep!” Nika giggled.

“I am merely stating what I observe.” Khara pricked her finger on one of the giant thorns, watched the blood dribble down toward her palm, and then sucked her finger clean.

“Uh, what are you doing there?” I asked.

“Tasting my blood,” Khara answered.

“I think he means why are you tasting your own blood?” Tamzin laughed.

“Oh, that is to see if these thorns are poisonous,” Khara replied.
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Chapter 25

“What the fuck?” I hissed and immediately snatched Akana off the limb where she had climbed up. “Why did you-- If they were, then-- Shit, well, are they?”

“They are not,” Khara answered calmly, despite the fact that I was so flustered, I’d barely been able to get out a full question. “I simply thought it would be wise to test it out before we crawl forward into the thicker limbs that might scratch us.”

“What if they had been poisonous?” I set Akana down, but my orc daughter instantly scrambled back up the limb to finish freeing Tamzin’s hair.

“Then the baby would have fed well today,” Khara said. “It was only a small prick, so it would only have been a small amount of poison. It would have been like giving our little one a small piece of candy, just enough to thrill and delight, but not enough to rot their guts out.”

“Yeah, okay.” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Poison is like candy for orc babies. Sure.”

“Small amounts,” Khara clarified.

“Okay, small amounts,” I sighed. “Now that we’ve figured out the thorns aren’t poisonous thanks to Khara, let’s keep moving. Tamzin, are you good now?”

Akana pulled the last kinky curl free from the thorn where it had been stuck and then jumped back to the ground with a look of triumph. Tamzin pulled her thick curls to the back of her head, tied them into a knot, and then nodded.

“I’m ready,” the dryad replied.

I was the first of my family to crawl forward. I managed on my hands and knees for a few more yards, but then the thorny branches started to grow too close together. They forced me onto my stomach, and I used my forearms to keep dragging myself forward. Since I could see the wisps of smoke drifting up ahead through the briars, I just fixed my focus there and forced myself to keep moving.

“Damn, Tamzin,” I muttered as we kept crawling. “How often did you come out here to get this moss?”

“Not as often as I wanted to,” my dryad wife replied. “As you can see, it’s not exactly an easy trip.”

“And none of the other dryads ever went with you?” Nika whispered.

“No,” Tamzin answered. “That is why my trees were always stronger than theirs. Underdark trees need blood and bone. Especially when they are young or have been moved to a new home. The other dryads always fed theirs with the same blood I did, but they fed different bones to their charges. But I wanted this bone moss.”

For a second, I thought about how lonely it must have been for Tamzin to ever come here by herself, much less more than once. I knew she was tough, but it was hard to imagine that she’d ever belonged to a grove that didn’t value her the way she deserved. If I’d been in charge of her grove back then, I sure as hell would never have let her venture into drow territory by herself, just like I would’ve never settled for less than the best nutrients for our trees.

At least Tamzin didn’t have to worry about that anymore.

Clan Jewell was the best clan, grove, cove, tribe, or whatever else my wives wanted to call us. Whatever we needed, we would get. Hell, whatever we wanted, we would get. I would make damn sure of it, and I would make damn sure to protect my family while I did it.

I could see a drop-off up ahead, so I picked up the pace a bit. When I pulled myself forward to the end of the thorny hedge, I hissed a warning to my family so none of them would tumble forward by accident. Then I swallowed and studied what Tamzin called the drow cemetery.

It was a bone pit.

The purple briars surrounded it in a perfect circle, and they all stopped growing just at the edge where the ground dropped off. The pit itself was about twenty feet below our current perch, and rough dirt walls filled with loose stones stood between us and the bottom. The whole circle had to be close to a hundred yards from one side to the other, and the bottom was absolutely filled with moss-covered bones.

But the bones themselves were something I was not prepared for.

They were beautiful. Creepy as hell, but still fucking beautiful.

They were all laid out in the shape of humans, although it was probably more accurate to say in the shape of drow. Each set of bones was covered in mounds of dark green moss that made it look like the drow had simply laid down and fallen asleep while the moss grew over their motionless bodies. Small white and purple flowers grew out of the moss, and whenever they grew from the figures’ eyes, they seemed to blink and follow me like little petaled eyeballs.

The moss was so dense in most places that I wouldn’t have known it covered bones at all, if it wasn’t for the multiple skeletons that must have been tossed down here pretty recently. The flowering moss only grew halfway over some of the newer skeletons, and these newer bones were the ones giving off the wisps of smoke. They drifted up from the uncovered skeletons in steady pulses like silent heartbeats.

“Lots of bones,” Sawsaw muttered.

“No kidding, buddy,” I whispered. “If this is just how many dead drow there are, how many living drow are there?”

“Perhaps we should find out,” Khara said with a crazy glint in her red eyes. “If we head toward the drow city now, then--”

“No one knows,” Tamzin quickly interrupted before Khara could launch into a plan about how to infiltrate the drow city. “No one knows how many drow there are, other than the drow, of course. They keep to themselves, and that is how the rest of the deep, deep underdark prefers it.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “I guess the only thing to do now is get down there and get our moss. Everybody ready?”

“I do not hear any bells or feel any cold,” Nika sighed like it was the most disappointing thing she’d ever experienced. “I suppose if we do not want to run into any drow, now would be a good time to go.”

“We definitely don’t want to run into any drow,” I reminded her. “Don’t suddenly go off script and join Khara in a raid on the city, okay? We go in, get the moss, and climb back out. Does anybody need a hand getting down?”

“Gobs no need help,” Sawsaw chuckled, and then my oldest son did a total cowabunga down into the pit.

Shitter, Akana, and the littlest gob all crawled down halfway after him before they jumped the rest of the way. Nika, Tamzin, and Khara all scaled the rough pit wall to drop down, and I took one more glance at the uneven surface before I decided I could free-climb it. If it had been a little deeper, I probably would have whipped out my rope and rappelled down, but that seemed a little like overkill. I would be able to climb up basically just as fast as I climbed down, and then I wouldn’t have to worry about messing with a rope at all.

A few loose stones tumbled free from the wall on my way down, but otherwise, I made it to the bottom without any incident. When my boots touched the floor of the pit, I glanced back up where we’d come from. I could have sworn that the thorny hedge looked farther up now than I’d thought, but I figured that was just another optical illusion of the deep, deep underdark.

There was no way anyone outside the thick perimeter of thorns could see past it down into the pit, and I figured this meant we were pretty safe. Or at least, as safe as we could be with a giant drow city close by.

“Where do you want to start?” I asked Tamzin now that we were all in the pit. “And is there a special way to harvest the moss?”

“Let’s start with the biggest mounds of moss,” Tamzin said, and then she pointed to a cluster of white and purple flowers. “There looks good. The skeletons under that moss look like they’ve been here a long time, so the moss should be nice and full of nutrients.”

“Should we rip it out with our teeth?” Nika asked. “Or would the moss prefer to be harvested with our claws?”

“Oh, it doesn’t matter,” Tamzin replied. “The important thing is to make sure you get the roots, not just the moss and the flowers. You can watch me first, and then you can follow my example.”

We all crept toward the drow-shaped moss mounds that my dryad wife had pointed to, and I noticed that all of us except for Khara were hunched forward slightly like we were still trying to avoid attracting any attention. Of course, then I glanced over my shoulder and saw ghosts that looked like scarlet-fanged demons all lurching toward me, and I reminded myself that the drow weren’t the only dangers down here.

At least I hadn’t made eye contact with any of the creatures behind us.

“We should hurry,” Tamzin whispered as she knelt beside one of the moss mounds. “I think the bodies are getting restless.”

“Shit, did you see them, too?” I demanded.

“The monsters with the red fangs?” Tamzin replied. “Oh, yes. I would not look over your shoulder again unless you really want to draw their attention.”

“Nah, I’m good,” I said, but then I instantly grabbed Khara’s face to keep her from twisting her neck around. “We’re all good, remember? In and out, and then we go home and hunt whatever you want once we get out of here.”

“What if I want to hunt drow?” Khara pouted.

“Anything but drow,” I sighed.

The brunette orc warrior buried her fangs into her top lip as she continued to pout, but she still joined the rest of us beside Tamzin.

My dryad wife started at the head of the moss-covered skeleton. She plunged her fingers into the spot where the eyes would be, and then she curved them like she was getting ready to roll a bowling ball for a perfect strike. Her grip on the moss tightened, and when she pulled her hand straight up, the flowers, moss, and roots all came loose. Only a bleached skull remained behind.

Now that I could see the skull, I could tell it wasn’t human. The cheekbones were way too pronounced. I couldn’t quite picture what it would look like with skin attached, but it was hard to figure that out just from a human skeleton, much less one that belonged to a race I’d never seen before.

Tamzin slipped the moss into the bag she’d brought with her, and then she started the same process to collect it from the skeleton’s neck. It looked easy enough, so we each picked a different moss-covered skeleton and went to work.

No one made a sound for the first few minutes, but then Shitter suddenly jumped.

“Ow!” Shitter yelped and shook his hand.

I ‘d halfway pulled out my buck knife when I heard Tamzin’s laughter. My son was sucking on his thumb, and when he pulled it out of his mouth, there was a giant welt like he’d been stung by a jellyfish.

“Sometimes, the moss gets a little sensitive about being pulled if you don’t get the roots,” Tamzin explained. “Did you only get the moss and the flowers with that handful?”

Shitter nodded and went back to sucking his thumb.

“It’s okay,” Tamzin said. “The sting will go away in a few minutes. Just make sure you get the roots whenever you pull.”

Shitter muttered something under his breath and then went back to work with the rest of us. The moss felt a little bit like human hair every time I grabbed another handful and stuffed it into my own bag. Not that it was a surprise that underdark trees would feed on moss that felt like human hair. Or moss that grew from the bones of dead drow.

Or moss that sometimes decided to sting you just because it could.

When all of our bags were stuffed with moss-- flowers and roots and all-- Tamzin checked each of them and confirmed that we’d gathered enough to feed her seedlings and saplings in the new grove underneath the homestead. The bottom of the pit was now covered with half-naked drow skeletons, and I wondered if any of the living drow would be upset about what we’d done to their dead, but I figured the drow probably only came out here to dump new dead bodies and then wash their hands of the whole thing.

I started back toward the edge of the pit with my family, but then I realized Tamzin wasn’t with us. I turned around and saw her kneeling by one of the mounds we’d been working on, and I called a quick halt so I could hurry back over to her. My dryad wife was trying to smooth some of the untouched moss over the exposed bones, and the sight of her trying to honor the dead bodies of her enemies touched something in my heart that I didn’t even know was there.

“You don’t have to do that,” I said softly.

“I’ll be happy to leave this place.” Tamzin looked up at me. “But I am always sorry to leave their bodies like this. I know they are drow, but… I don’t know. They are still the dead.”

“I know,” I said. “You’re a good person, Tamzin Jewell, and you have the best heart of anybody I know.”

“My heart is pretty good too, Ken Jewell!” Nika called in a loud whisper. “Can’t you hear how steadily it is beating with fear and excitement that we might be discovered by the drow?”

I chuckled and helped Tamzin to her feet. “Come on, babe. I appreciate you trying to honor the dead, but they are dead. They probably don’t care what happens to their bones.”

“I’m sure you’re right, my love,” Tamzin sighed.

We walked hand in hand back to rejoin the rest of my family at the edge of the pit. Nika had Khara’s ear pressed against her chest now, and Shitter and Sawsaw were both just rolling their eyes.

“You can hear it, right?” Nika giggled. “I am so afraid but so excited that the drow are near! I can’t tell what direction the bells are going, but I hope they come this way! Also, I am scared that they will come this way! But also hopeful! But scared! I don’t know which one I feel more. What about you, Khara?”

My heart pretty much completely froze inside my chest. My stomach jumped so high into my throat that for a second, I couldn’t force any words out.

“I am hopeful,” Khara growled as she raised her head from Nika’s chest.

“Did you say you heard bells?” I hissed when I finally got my vocal cords working again.

“Yes, just now!” Nika said. “Don’t you hear them, too?”

I didn’t hear anything at first, but I suddenly noticed that the drifting smoke was blowing away from us, as if it was trying to retreat from something we couldn’t see. Then I realized the air was growing steadily colder, and if it was cold down here in the pit, it must be fucking frigid up on the surface.

Then I heard the bells.

They sounded so far away that they could have been as imaginary as Santa’s sleigh, only I knew these bells were very, very real. On our last trip down here, the bells of the hunting party had sounded just as far away when they were up close as they did when they were still in the distance, and that meant these drow we heard now could be fucking anywhere.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I said so quietly that I wasn’t even sure I said the words out loud. “Hurry, back up into the briars so we can hide!”

Nobody needed to be told twice.

The goblins were the first ones to scale the walls of the pit, and Akana hitched a ride on Sawsaw’s back. As soon as they reached the top, Nika, Sawsaw, Shitter, Akana, and the little dude all flipped onto their stomachs and stretched their hands down to help the rest of us up. Khara scaled the wall like a champ despite the lack of decent handholds, and Tamzin and I followed everyone last.

My dryad wife was as good at climbing as I was, but no one was as fast as goblins or orcs. We were halfway up when I felt a wave of cold air hit me in the face, and it took all my concentration to grit my teeth together instead of letting them rattle around inside my head from the chill.

“Da, hurry!” Sawsaw looked like he was about to puke all down the side of the pit, and I didn’t blame him.

Tamzin and I climbed a little faster, and when I heard distant raised voices, we scrambled up so fast that we almost lost our footing twice. I couldn’t hear what the voices were saying, but I didn’t need to. All I needed to know was that they sounded pissed the fuck off, and that meant I didn’t want to be anywhere around when they showed up.

The moment we got close enough, the rest of my family helped pull Tamzin and me up into the violet hedge of thorns. I was about to give the signal to retreat further back the way we’d come, but then I realized just how close the voices were.

Mostly because I saw purple lights flashing through the thick branches of the briars. They were coming from the same direction that the voices were, and when I turned to look at them more closely, a streak of purple fire hit one of the skull-sized flowers only a dozen yards from us. It instantly incinerated the petals, and I dropped flat to my stomach before I could even exhale.

“Nobody move!” I hissed and then held a hand to my lips.

It was too late to retreat. If the drow saw us move, we could be done for. Our best bet now was to just stay in place and wait for them to leave. With any luck, they were just coming to throw another few bodies down into the pit, and they’d leave again soon enough.

And since I didn’t know how many of them there were or what kinds of powers they possessed, I wasn’t about to risk them seeing us in the meantime.

We didn’t have to wait long to figure out how many drow there were. Only a few seconds after the flower turned into instant ash from the purple fire, an angry scream filled the air. It was followed by the sight of a woman falling backward through the thick briars, straight down into the bone pit.

She pulled herself up a second later, but she had barely jumped back to her feet before a second woman leaped down into the pit after her. The second woman landed right on top of the first one. They wrestled around in the moss for a few seconds, but then there was a sound like sizzling flesh, and one of them pulled back with a slightly smoking forearm.

Both drow women began to circle each other like panthers.

I should have been terrified.

Okay, I was a little terrified. But mostly, I was excited that I was having my first-ever look at the drow. As long as we stayed quiet and out of sight up here on the ledge, both women seemed preoccupied enough with their own battle that we shouldn’t even register on their radar.

The women both had skin even darker than Tamzin’s. My dryad wife had dark brown skin, but these women had skin as black as a starless sky. Their hair was stark white, but the first woman who had fallen into the pit had her hair styled in a pixie cut. The second woman who had jumped in after her had long loose waves of white hair that looked like clouds blown across a dark sky. Both had the same high, pronounced cheekbones as all the skulls of their dead, but only the long-haired drow woman had tiny diamonds studded along the ridge of her cheekbones and straight down the middle of her forehead.

“You truly thought your insult to my honor would go unanswered?” the woman with the long hair demanded. “You fool! I would bind you and offer you as a sacrifice if your conduct had not already made you so unworthy!”

The short-haired woman snarled and flexed her long fingers, even though she didn’t have any claws as far as I could tell. She kept circling the other woman with a look of pure hatred in her dark eyes, and I had to remind myself to take the smallest breaths possible so even my inhales didn’t make too much noise.

Then I glanced at the rest of my family, and I saw that they had the same idea. My three goblin sons had all reentered sneak mode, and Nika was fading in and out of invisibility. Every time she took a quiet breath in, she grew visible for just a second like she was bursting to tell me something, but whenever she exhaled, she camouflaged herself again. Khara was on her stomach with her arm draped over Akana protectively, and Tamzin stayed completely motionless as she stared down on the scene below us.

“Do the demons have your tongue?” the long-haired woman demanded. “Or have you decided to fall on your knees and beg for forgiveness before I rip the tongue out of your throat myself and then feed it to my spiders?”

“They would choke on it before it reached their stomachs,” the other drow growled. “My magic would split their throats open and burst their sacs of venom. They would spew all over you like lava, and the venom would eat the flesh from your bones until you were nothing but a living skeleton.”

Nika took a sharp little breath like she was definitely going to tell me something, but the moment both drow women were facing away from us, I grabbed her hand and squeezed it.

“Oh Ken Jewell, I love you too, but--”

“Shh!” I hissed as quietly as I could manage.

Nika pressed her lips together to keep quiet, but when I glanced back, I saw that her ankles were rocking with excitement. The movement passed up her legs until it looked like her ass cheeks were fluttering all by themselves, but then my goblin wife gave a heavy exhale and faded from view again.

I still felt her hand in mine, though. I held on even tighter just in case Nika had decided that these women were both great candidates for kidnapping if she could only just get a little closer and tell them why. That was not in my plans today, and when the long-haired drow woman replied, I decided it would most definitely never be in my plans.

“Oh, skeletons are a wonderful idea,” the long-haired woman answered as her diamond-studded cheekbones caught the light. “How very clever of you. But I will still need you on your knees first.”

The long-haired woman moved her fingers like she was flicking on a lighter. A fist-sized sphere of total darkness appeared in between the two women. The darkness seemed to be moving and pulsing, and the longer I stared at it, the more I felt like I couldn’t look away. It seemed like it was drawing me toward it, but I focused on the feeling of Nika’s hand in mine and kept myself rooted to the spot.

The drow woman with the pixie cut shrieked and flung her hands up in front of her face. A blast of purple fire flew from her fingertips toward her opponent, but the dark orb simply swelled and absorbed the fire like a shield. The orb dropped to hover just above the ground, and the short-haired woman dropped to her knees with it.

Then the first moss-covered skeleton started to move.

A single bony hand ripped itself free from the moss covering it, and it immediately jerked forward and grabbed the pixie-haired drow’s ankle. It started to pull her backward, so she fell on her hands and knees, but even as more of the skeleton started to emerge from beneath his mossy blanket, the woman dug her fingers into the ground to keep from sliding backward any further.

Then the short-haired woman barked something in a language I didn’t understand, and the skeleton released her. Another skeleton thrust his skull up through the moss, but the first skeleton had mostly freed himself by now, and he tackled the second one to try and keep him from emerging.

I didn’t know who was controlling which skeletons, but I was more concerned with watching the two drow, anyway. The short-haired woman rolled quickly to the side and fired three more blasts of purple fire at the standing woman. Her opponent dodged the first two, but the third round of purple flames caught her in the shoulder. She stumbled backward with a hiss, and the dark orb hovering above the moss flew backward with her. When she hissed again, the dark orb flew toward her open mouth, and she swallowed the darkness like she was eating some kind of deep, deep underdark delicacy.

As soon as she swallowed it, the smoke coming off her sizzling shoulder stopped, and it looked like it had never been burned in the first place.

Sure.

Why the fuck not?

Both drow women seemed able to control the skeletons of the dead, so why not also be able to swallow a weird, shadowy, possibly healing orb that seemed to halfway hypnotize everybody who watched it?

I had seen a lot of things in the underdark that looked like magic, but this was something else. I felt like I’d just stumbled into a part of a video game where I wasn’t sure if I was leveled up enough to handle the enemies here, and I just focused on keeping my breaths steady and quiet so I wouldn’t have to find out.

The long-haired woman grinned and then blew a kiss toward the other drow. The shadowy orb she’d swallowed flew out between her lips and straight toward the other woman, only now the orb was shimmering with purple fire. It looked like it had absorbed the pixie drow’s flames and was now spinning them right back at her like a boomerang.

The short-haired woman stared at the incoming orb of darkness. She squeezed her eyes shut like she was bracing herself for the end, and then she simply… vanished.

She immediately appeared again, but now she was three feet to the right of where she’d been standing. The orb of darkness sped through the place where she’d been and then slammed into the opposite ridge of the bone pit, and the charred ground it left behind told me exactly what would have happened to the drow if she hadn’t moved in time.

The two skeletons that had been brought to life were still having their own private duel on the mossy ground beside the two women, and before the long-haired woman could summon another skeleton or another orb, the pixie drow extended her long fingers toward her opponent again.

But the long-haired drow suddenly laughed in her face.

“You fool,” she snapped. “Did you really think you could bring backup and I wouldn’t notice?”

Then she looked straight up at us, and my heart did a backflip inside my chest.

She knew we were here.

Hell, maybe her drow magic had told her we’d been here the whole time, but there was no time to react. The long-haired drow spun a shadowy orb toward the side of the pit wall just below me and Nika’s position. It grew huge as it flew toward us, and it felt like it had its own gravitational pull jerking us forward off the edge of the cliff.

There was no resisting it. The ground itself responded to the gravitational pull, and as it crumbled and collapsed in on itself, Nika and I tumbled down into the pit together.
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Chapter 26

I heard the rest of my family fall down after us a second later, but Nika landed on her feet like a gymnast, and I stumbled to stand beside her.

Then I slipped my free hand into Nika’s, and the redheaded goblin looked up at me with so much love shining in her emerald eyes that I would have taken on a thousand drow just to have her look at me like that again.

Of course, then the long-haired drow woman spoke again and kind of killed the whole mood.

“You are all as foolish as she is if you plan to act as her backup,” the long-haired drow sneered with so much rage that even the tiny diamonds piercing her cheekbones and forehead seemed to glitter with fury. “Just who in the abyss do you think you are?”

I was about to try to explain my way out of this whole situation, but before I could even get a word out, the rest of my family scrambled to their feet behind us. They all came to stand at my back, and if I hadn’t been so fucking worried that we were all about to die, their loyalty might have brought a tear to my eye.

“Listen, the thing is--” I began.

“As if you don’t know who they are!” the pixie-haired drow shrieked and pointed her finger at the other woman. “You said no seconds and no backup! You said our honor demanded this duel be only between us, and yet here you are, with goblins and orcs as backup, plus a… human? How did you get a human down here?”

“You think I would bring backup?” the other drow scoffed. “Only a coward would bring backup, and since we both know only one of us here is a coward, this group clearly came to support you. As if they could actually help you win.”

“Uh, so sorry to interrupt,” I said quickly, “but we’re not here to help either one of you. I’ve never met either of you before today, and just between you and me, I’d prefer to keep it that way. So you two just keep up the good work, and my family and I will be going now.”

I started to pull Nika backward, but the long-haired drow flexed her fingers and gave a low laugh. Half a dozen skeletons instantly started to pry themselves up from their mossy beds, and a few of them looked so fresh that they hadn’t even finished rotting yet. They all swayed and tottered toward us with outstretched hands.

I didn’t take my eyes off them. I just gritted my teeth, and without looking, I gestured for my kids to all climb back up the walls of the bone pit. If they got a head start now, then my wives and I could hold off the drow long enough for my children to get safely away.

I dropped my hand from Nika’s so I could grasp my axe with both hands, but I didn’t swing yet. The skeletons all seemed to be waiting for a final signal, and I hoped that meant I could still talk our way out of this.

Because the drow seemed so fucking reasonable and everything.

“Oh, I am not letting you leave,” the long-haired woman laughed again. “I do not care if she brought backup. That simply means I will have more sacrifices to offer to our goddess.”

“Not if I offer them as sacrifices first,” the other drow sneered. “They are your backup, no matter how much you may pretend that you don’t know them.”

“You think too highly of yourselves that you even imagine the all-powerful Clan Jewell would ever stoop to involve itself in drow affairs,” Khara said proudly.

“Not helping,” I hissed.

“Clan Jewell?” The short-haired woman frowned. “I have not heard of this clan.”

“Your pretending is going a bit over the top, don’t you think?” the drow woman with the diamond cheekbones chuckled. “You were the one who hired this clan, so you have obviously heard of them.”

“We really don’t want to be involved,” I said. “We’re just passing through. Wrong place, wrong time.”

“Very wrong place, very wrong time,” the long-haired woman sneered. “If you are foolish enough to choose the losing side, then I will help you toward your downfall.”

“Pfft.” Nika blew her lips. “As if the mighty Ken Jewell would ever help a stupid drow.”

“Definitely not helping, Nika,” I groaned and then glanced over my shoulder.

Not a single one of my kids had started to climb the pit wall. I thought at least Akana and Shitter might have obeyed my orders, but they were standing stubbornly right beside it. They each had one hand on the wall so they would be ready to climb at any moment, despite the snake-like tongues flicking out of the wall all around their fingers, but it was clear that they weren’t going anywhere without me.

Sawsaw and the little dude weren’t even pretending to get ready to climb the wall. They both had their feet firmly planted on the ground behind me, and their arms were crossed tightly over their chests as they glared at the two drow women.

I wanted to curse my kids for their stubbornness, but I was so damn proud of their steadfast scowls that I couldn’t even be mad. We might have just found ourselves in some deep shit, but I felt like I was already king of the underdark just from having my family standing so proudly and ferociously beside me.

The long-haired drow woman snarled, and her violet eyes glittered with fury the same way her diamond piercings did.

“I don’t care who you are or if you came as her backup or not,” she growled. “I will simply kill all of you at the same time I kill her.”

The other drow opened her mouth, probably to say the same damn thing, but several things happened at once that meant she never got the chance.

The littlest gob had wandered off unnoticed in camo mode, and now he suddenly reappeared beside one of the still-rotting skeletons. He looked up at the grinning skull like an artist who was studying a block of granite and trying to decide what shape the stone wanted to be carved into.

Both drow women had their attention totally fixed on me, so they didn’t notice him standing beside one of their skeletons. Then, just as the pixie-haired woman opened her mouth, the little dude looked over at us and gave Akana a single, solemn nod.

My little goth princess instantly let out a war cry every bit as terrifying as her mother’s. She grabbed Shitter’s arm, and almost as if by pure reflex, my second oldest spun her around in a circle once and then launched her like a slingshot toward the short-haired drow woman.

Akana’s claws flexed as she hurtled through the air, and she drew her arm back with the same fierce determination I’d seen just before she swiped the face off a wendigo.

But these women were a lot more powerful than wendigos.

The short-haired woman hurled purple fire at Akana, but the little orc twisted mid-air to avoid the flames. This meant her feet slammed into the woman’s chest before her claws could, but Sawsaw was already on the move as his little sister’s backup.

“Sawsaw!” my oldest son yelled as he darted forward.

Even as I watched Akana use her feet to bounce off the drow woman’s chest and land straight in Sawsaw’s arms, the undead skeletons all stopped waiting and finally launched themselves into the fight. I hurled myself at a skeleton who was trying to claw open my oldest son’s spine. My axe broke apart his rib cage, and since Sawsaw knew I had his back, he didn’t even pay attention to the skeleton. He just whirled around with Akana in his arms and then slingshotted her toward the long-haired drow woman.

The bitch started to summon a shadowy orb in response, but when the orb was still smaller than her palm, Khara’s own war cry ripped from her throat. She launched herself toward the long-haired drow, and the woman was forced to stop her spell in order to meet Khara.

Shitter almost beat the orc warrior to the other woman, though. He tackled the long-haired drow’s legs, but Khara managed to slam into her chest at the same time Shitter and our daughter did.

I glanced away long enough to smash my axe into another undead skeleton’s rib cage, and when he didn’t fall right away, I headbutted him right in the skull. Then I looked back to see Shitter, Khara, and Akana as their claws shredded through the first layer of the long-haired woman’s fabric as they brought her to the ground, but she blinked and disappeared out from under them.

She reappeared on her feet again about five feet away from where she’d been. Then she finished making a new orb of darkness, but instead of launching it at my family, she hurled it at the other drow woman. The pixie drow blinked to disappear and reappear in time to avoid the orb. When she showed up a few feet from where she’d been, both her hands immediately sparked with violet flames.

Then the sound of clattering bones pulled away the attention of both women long enough to see my youngest son smashing his latest target skeleton into absolute pieces. Every bone disconnected from the one it was supposed to be attached to, and he started whaling on the biggest bones so he could break them into pieces and keep them from reassembling.

The long-haired woman growled with rage, and then a dozen more skeletons tore their way free from the burial grounds. Half of them charged toward the other drow, and the other half charged toward my family.

The pixie-haired woman started hurling one purple fireball after another at the skeletons, at the other drow woman, and at my family while half a dozen more skeletons charged into the fight from every direction.

After that, it became completely impossible to tell where all my family members were at any given time. The bone pit exploded in purple light and dark shadows, and all we could do was try and keep both drow women and all the skeletons from killing us. Oh, and also to avoid any crossfire that the drow women meant for each other.

The moment more of the skeletons reached us, Tamzin went to work beside me like an absolute bulldozer. As my axe smashed into one undead creature after another, Tamzin’s hair flickered with green light every time she grabbed another skeleton by their necks, and the light danced under her skin each time her insanely muscled grip crushed their vertebrae into powder. Akana seemed to be there every time another skull rolled loose from a skeleton’s neck, and my little goth girl chucked the skulls at the other incoming skeletons to slow them down.

It was a good thing too, because more and more of them kept rising from the grave. They didn’t say anything or even moan like zombies, but their silence was a lot more unsettling than any words could have been. They just kept grabbing at us to try and pull us down, and whenever that didn’t work, they tried to herd us toward whichever enemy drow had summoned them back to life.

Tamzin, Akana, and the little dude seemed more than happy to tackle the skeletons by themselves, and that let the rest of us to concentrate on the two drow women.

Khara, Shitter, and Sawsaw kept tagging each other in as they went back and forth between attacking the long-haired woman and dodging the shadowy orbs she kept producing. Each one seemed to have a tiny gravitational pull that kept jerking my family members in its direction, but they kept pulling each other back each time it looked like the orb was about to drop them to their knees. Whenever the drow woman didn’t take breaks, each orb seemed a little smaller than the last one, but when she waited longer than a few seconds between orbs, she was able to make them bigger and badder.

Still though, they must take a lot of energy to produce.

After I split open the skull of another undead skeleton, Nika and I found ourselves squared off against the short-haired woman, or at least, we did whenever she wasn’t busy trying to kill the other drow woman, too. Nika moved in and out of camo mode almost as fast as the pixie woman teleported herself all around the bone pit. I was able to get in a few swings of my axe whenever she appeared, but she always disappeared so fast that I couldn’t do any more damage than little nicks to her clothing. Nika stayed right on top of her, but even she couldn’t get our enemy to stand still long enough to really hurt her.

But I did start to notice that whenever she vanished and appeared somewhere else, it followed the same pattern. She dodged three feet to the right first, then three feet back, then three feet to the left, and then three feet forward. The whole thing made her seem like she was dancing in a big circle, and the only thing that changed was that sometimes, she danced the circle in reverse.

The next time the short-haired woman threw a fireball at me, I barely ducked in time to avoid getting the top of my hair totally singed off. Then I lunged to close the gap between us. Just as I swung my axe toward her ribs, the woman vanished again, but when she appeared three feet to the right, I knew exactly what to do next.

“Nika, go long!” I shouted.

“I will go the longest!” Nika cried. “My husband is the strongest! He’s the tallest king you’ve ever spied, so on your backs and open wide!”

Even when we were up against foes who could literally teleport themselves, summon purple fire, and control some kind of freaky sphere of darkness, nothing could stop Nika from singing.

It didn’t stop her from following orders, though. She sprinted away from me at the same time I started to attack the short-haired drow woman again, and when my axe got too close, the drow disappeared and teleported according to the same pattern she always followed. She showed up again right in front of Nika, only she didn’t realize Nika was just behind her.

At least, not until Nika jumped onto her back and sank her teeth into her neck.

The drow woman shrieked and reached back to try and grab Nika’s hair, but my goblin wife jerked her head back in time. Her legs were still wrapped around the drow’s waist like she was going for a piggyback ride, but now Nika grabbed her throat from behind and started to sink her wickedly sharp nails into the other woman’s flesh.

The short-haired drow reached back and grasped Nika’s thigh. Her flesh immediately started to sizzle, but Nika held on in spite of her burning skin.

I was already sprinting forward to help her, but before I could reach them, another skeletal arm emerged from the moss at their feet. It shot up and grabbed Nika by the back of her shirt, and it yanked her so hard that she fell off the other woman’s back.

She only staggered instead of tumbling completely to the ground, and her nails managed to grab the pixie-haired drow’s outer coat.

When a second skeletal hand joined the first to pull Nika back, my goblin wife held onto the drow’s coat and ripped the whole thing off. It jerked the bitch’s arms back so sharply that it looked like her shoulders almost dislocated, but when it came free, Nika threw it on top of the skeletal hands and started stomping on them.

Now that the drow woman was no longer wearing her coat though, I found myself staring at her body in surprise.

The jacket had been a rich velvet-looking navy robe, but underneath the coat, the short-haired drow woman wore little else. A black corset the same shade as her skin cinched in her already slender waist. Black leggings and what looked like the deep, deep underdark version of black combat boots completed the look.

Well, almost.

The thing I couldn’t stop staring at was the dozens, maybe even hundreds, of tiny sapphire piercings that studded the woman’s entire body. Both her collar bones were lined with glittering sapphires, and a vertical line of studs trailed along her sternum until they disappeared in her cleavage. More sapphire piercings studded down her arms in swirling patterns like blue stars.

Now I couldn’t help wondering if the long-haired drow woman’s body was covered in diamonds the way this woman’s was covered in sapphires. I didn’t know why the long-haired woman also had piercings all across her face while the other woman didn’t, but this wasn’t the time to contemplate the finer details of drow clothing and jewelry.

The short-haired woman didn’t act the least bit embarrassed by the fact that she was in nothing but a corset now, but our actions had drawn the attention of the other drow. She looked over at us in horror, and when she saw Nika stomping happily on the navy velvet coat, a look of pure hatred came over her face.

“No!” the long-haired drow woman shrieked.

For half a second, I thought she might have wised up and decided to join forces with the other drow in order to defeat us before they went back to their regularly scheduled programming of a graveyard duel. But then the woman spoke again, and I realized that as much as they seemed to hate us, they must really hate each other more.

“The honor of humiliating her belongs to me, not you!” the long-haired woman cried. “You will not touch her, I forbid it!”

Her violet eyes seemed to flash with fire as she snarled, and then faster than any of us could react, she hurled a shadowy orb straight at Nika.

The darkness expanded just before it reached my goblin wife, and then the whole thing seemed to swallow her whole. It enveloped her like a dark cloud that was impossible to see through. I couldn’t even hear her anymore, and the sudden lack of her songs on the battlefield made something awaken in my stomach that threatened to consume me.

I had never felt rage like this.

I could still hear my family fighting the skeletons all around me, but everything sounded like it was happening on the other side of a canyon. Even the edges of my vision blurred out until I could see nothing except the two drow women in front of me. I saw only their laughing faces, only their sneers of triumph, only their angry glares as they turned to attack each other again.

I didn’t give two shits what had made them decide to duel in the first place.

I couldn’t care less what game they were playing by fighting each other on top of the graves of their own dead.

None of it mattered.

My family was not a game.

“Tamzin, Khara, Sawsaw,” I growled as the two women started to attack each other again and just barely missed each other. “Help Nika.”

Shitter, Akana, and the little dude didn’t need to be told what to do. They kept up the attacks on all the skeletons that kept charging toward us, and they formed a fierce little circle of protection around the dark cloud enveloping Nika. Tamzin, Khara, and Sawsaw all surrounded Nika too, but they started trying to shred apart the darkness that had swallowed her. I only glanced at them long enough to see that Khara’s claws did seem to be making some progress at thinning out the darkness around my goblin wife, and then I turned back toward the drow.

I didn’t know what was happening to Nika in that cloud of shadow, but I did know that I wasn’t going to wait around and find out whether or not the darkness around her could be ripped away in time.

I was going to stop it at its source.

A roar of fury escaped my throat like an honest-to-god war cry, and then I leaped toward both women with my axe swinging in one hand and my buck knife ready to stab in my other. My axe caught the short-haired woman in her left hamstring, but I didn’t even feel the violet fireball that hissed against my thigh in response.

I was too busy plunging my buck knife up toward the long-haired drow’s ribs. She twisted away from me in time, so my blade only ripped the fabric, and then the woman summoned another orb of darkness. This one was much smaller than her usual ones, but I still felt pulled toward it like it was trying to draw me into its gravitational orbit. The sphere began to plunge toward the ground, and I could feel my knees threatening to give way and sink down after it, but one glance at Nika still trapped in the cloud of darkness was all I needed.

I thrust my knife into the orb like it was made of flesh and blood instead of shadow. The long-haired drow woman hissed and snapped her fingers to make it disappear, and then I closed in on her again. She teleported a few feet away, but it was slower than usual, and it confirmed to me that creating the orbs really must sap her energy.

There would be time to think about drow powers more later, though. Right now, I just waited for her to finish teleporting, and even though she didn’t follow the same pattern that the other woman did, I was fueled by nothing but rage and adrenaline, so I stayed right on top of her.

“Let her go!” I thundered and then swung my axe down toward the top of her skull.

Another shadowy orb appeared just above her head. It slowed down my axe blade just long enough for her to teleport away again.

The pixie-haired drow woman sent a streak of purple fire in our direction, aimed at one or maybe both of us, so I held my weapons out to the sides, dropped down, and rolled forward to chase after the long-haired woman.

Another fireball soared just over my shoulder, but I didn’t have time to deal with the short-haired woman. I needed to make the other drow release Nika. I glanced over my shoulder long enough to see that the grinning skeletons all had glowing eyes. Little gaps had started to open up in the ground behind me, and as my kids all fought off the skeletons, I saw that the skeletons kept trying to pull them into the chasms so they would disappear beneath the pit of bones forever.

Fuck this fucking place.

I looked forward again and hurled my buck knife toward the long-haired woman. It passed through her waves of white hair as if it was cutting through a waterfall, and it nicked the point of the drow’s ear before it buried itself in the pit wall behind her. Dark red blood immediately started to drip onto her white hair, and it must have broken her concentration just enough because I suddenly heard a gasp behind me.

“Ding, dong, ding, we’ll leave you all in slings,” Nika giggled in her usual singsong voice, and I looked back to see that the cloud of shadow had completely vanished from around her. “Your bells can keep on ringing because Ken Jewell will keep on swinging!”

The redheaded goblin spun on the spot and then gave me an excited wave.

“Oh, Ken Jewell!” Nika cried. “I knew you would keep swinging!”

The sight of her free again made my heart soar. I didn’t know what had happened inside the cloud of darkness, but Nika seemed just as cheerful and upbeat as always, and that alone made me feel like my chest swelled up to three times its normal size. I felt like I could move mountains for her, but for the moment, I would settle for ending this drow duel we’d accidentally stumbled into.

“Behind you!” I shouted.

Tamzin was already on it. She jumped toward the skeleton that had risen up behind Nika, and she and Khara began competing to see who could pulverize the bones into a finer powder. That left Nika able to come and help me again, while the rest of my family kept the skeletons off our backs.

And from the looks of it, just about every skeleton in the bone pit had now been raised and sent against us. Or maybe against the other drow woman. It was impossible to tell when bones and gobs were flying in every direction, but I forced myself to stay focused. My family could handle the skeletons.

I would handle the drow.

Nika’s dagger flashed in her hands as she jumped toward the long-haired drow, but I focused on the woman with the pixie cut. The two were about ten feet apart from each other, and if I wanted to do what I had planned, I would need to get my knife back from where I’d flung it into the pit wall. So I took a little bit of a gamble.

I turned away from the long-haired drow, raced toward the other woman, and then dropped down like I was sliding into home. My axe curved toward her shins, but the woman teleported three feet away like usual, and then she immediately sent a streak of purple fire toward me.

I rolled out of the way just in time to avoid burning off the hairs along the back of my neck. The fireball sped past me toward the long-haired drow woman instead. She and Nika both leaped out of the way, but they had to jump away from my buck knife to keep from bursting into flames.

“Nika, knife!” I yelled.

My goblin wife immediately twisted back around, jerked my buck knife out of the rocky dirt wall, and hurled it toward me. She threw it a little more enthusiastically than I anticipated, and since I wasn’t trying to skewer my hand while we were squared off against two magic-wielding drow, I knocked it out of the air with my axe instead of catching it by the handle.

As soon as I picked up my knife and was doubly armed, I felt more fully myself. But by then, the two drow had regrouped, and one glance at the rest of my family showed me that they had most definitely raised every skeleton in the pit now. Every time one of my kids or wives smashed them apart, they picked themselves up and came after them again so the pit looked like a sea of bleached bones, and my family looked like little angry ships riding back and forth on the waves of the dead.

The little dude kept jumping on the shoulders of every skeleton he could and then riding them to the ground as he cackled like a little berserker maniac, and Akana didn’t seem to notice how many skeletons they were up against. She just ripped one bone after another out of their sockets, and when still-rotting bones started to drag themselves out of the ground after her, she just beat them down with any femur or skull she could find like it was all some elaborate carnival game.

Sawsaw and Shitter seemed to be everywhere all at once, but I noticed neither of my oldest boys ever strayed very far from Akana and the little dude. They made sure they were always close enough to help if either of the young ones got into a pinch, and this let Tamzin and Khara police the edges of the skeletal horde to make sure that none of them broke through and got in my way or Nika’s way.

“Um, Ken Jewell?” Nika whispered loudly. “I think something is wrong with Diamond Face!”

I held both my weapons up in a fighting stance and pivoted back toward the long-haired, diamond-studded drow. The short-haired woman also spun to face her, and I wasn’t sure which of us was more surprised when we saw what Nika meant.

The long-haired woman was shimmering. Her waves of white hair seemed to be growing longer, and her eyes glittered and darted back and forth like they could suddenly see in every direction at once. The woman blew me a kiss, but she didn’t create an orb of darkness like before. Instead, she just gave me a wicked smile, dropped down on all fours, and then surrounded herself in a cloud of black smoke.

The smoke almost instantly drifted away, but the drow woman wasn’t there anymore. Instead, there was a massive white spider with violet eyes and diamonds that caught the light all up and down each of her legs. She was easily as tall as I was, and when the short-haired drow cursed under her breath, it confirmed what I thought.

“First you bring backup, and now you shapeshift,” the drow with the pixie cut muttered. “What happened to keeping the rules of dueling fair?”

“I am sorry to tell you this, but I do not think any rules are fair when it comes to the drow,” Nika told her when she suddenly appeared at the woman’s elbow.

The short-haired woman snarled and tried to grasp Nika’s hand with her flaming grip. My goblin wife raked her dagger across the inside of the other woman’s forearm first, but then the drow got a hold of her wrist, and Nika had to kick and claw her way out of her grip before she could be singed straight down to the bone.

But then the white spider darted toward me, and I had to trust that Nika could handle the other drow on her own.

When she was still a few feet away from me, the spider opened her jaws and spat venom at me, and only a last-second dodge kept it from hitting me in the cheek. It hissed into a skeleton behind me instead, and the moment the venom touched its skull, it began to smoke and then crumple in on itself like burning plastic.

“Holy shit!” I rolled away before another venomous spit could land on me. “Khara, a little help!”

The pregnant orc warrior bounded to my side before I even finished calling for her, and then she just kept bounding forward. Her black claws fully extended as she leaped toward the white spider, and then she plunged straight down on top of the creature. Her claws ripped out a chunk of the spider’s flesh before one of her eight legs flipped up and threw off the orc woman.

Khara’s back thudded into the pit wall, but she didn’t even seem fazed. She just got right back up, smirked at the sight of blood trickling down the white spider’s flesh, and then hurled herself toward our shapeshifting drow opponent again.

This time, I joined her.

I sheathed my buck knife for now and grabbed a fallen skull instead. It was a poor shield, but it gave me something to help block a shot of spider venom that the woman continuously spat at us. Khara distracted the spider by constantly jumping on top of her and trying to shred her from that direction, and this allowed me to slip around to the back, where I’d be safe from any venom attacks.

The long-haired woman had been fast in her drow form, but she was even faster as a spider. The first time I got around to her back, I only had time to pull my axe back and get ready for a swing before she scrambled around and turned to face me again. I blocked her spit with the skull in my hand, but when it started to melt in my fingers, I dropped it and rolled between the spider’s diamond-studded legs to pop back up on the other side.

I managed to get one shallow cut in against one of her legs before she spun back around. I slipped back underneath her again to avoid another venomous spit, but I wasn’t at a good angle to swing my axe up into her belly. My knife should be able to do the job, but before I could pull it out of its sheath again, the spider reached three of her limbs underneath herself and kicked me out from under her.

I rolled away again, this time in the direction of the short-haired drow. I knew it was probably asking too much to expect the two drow to just kill each other in one fell swoop and leave us standing, but the least I could do was remind them how much they hated each other.

The long-haired woman in her spider form seemed to take the bait. She hurled a blast of face-melting venom at the other drow, but the short-haired woman threw a purple fireball at the venom. The fire and the venom collided in mid-air and exploded in a shower of hissing violet fireworks, and Nika paused just long enough to clap enthusiastically before she went back to trying to kill the short-haired woman.

The white spider growled like it suddenly thought it was a panther instead of a spider, but it didn’t get a chance to spit more venom at the other drow. Khara had just finished climbing halfway up the pit wall and now leaped down on top of the spider again, and the spider had to use all her concentration to throw Khara off before the orc warrior injured her too deeply.

But while the spider was distracted by Khara, I made my move. I swung my axe like a baseball bat toward one of her back legs, but she saw me coming just like I guessed she would. She danced to the side so my axe went wide, but that brought one of her other back legs exactly where I wanted. My buck knife was in my hand in under a second, and then the blade was in her leg, wedged right in between two of the glittering diamonds that studded her flesh even in spider form.

The spider shrieked, bucked Khara off, and then flung me backward. I managed to rip out my knife as I flew back, and even though it knocked the wind out of me when my spine hit the ground, I still grinned at the sight of the white spider suddenly shrouded in a cloud of black smoke again.

When the smoke cleared, the drow woman had shapeshifted back to her own form. She was clutching a bleeding wound in her thigh, and I crossed my fingers that this injury might slow her down. Then the diamond-studded drow summoned three dark orbs in quick succession, and I wondered if her injury had actually sped her up instead.

She swallowed the first orb, and it seemed to make her thigh stop bleeding. Then she straightened up, immediately sent the second orb toward Khara, and sent the third one toward me. I didn’t have time to think about the best way to handle the orb. All I could picture was Nika surrounded by the cloud of darkness, and it made me react out of pure instinct.

I rocked my axe up to meet the orb. The flat side of my blade collided with the orb and sent it hurtling away from me, straight toward the pixie-haired drow woman. She was too busy fighting Nika to see the orb spinning toward her until the very last second, but her fireball only managed to knock the orb out of the air instead of obliterating it completely.

The shadowy orb plunged to the ground, and the short-haired drow plunged to her knees with it. She seemed to be completely hypnotized by the orb, but before we could press our advantage against her, Nika thrust her dagger into the heart of the orb and stabby-stabbed it until it was nothing but scraps of shadow.

“You will not trap me again, tricky ball of darkness!” Nika cried, but then she had to roll away from another fireball cast by the short-haired drow woman.

Well, I couldn’t blame Nika for wanting to destroy the shadowy orb when it was so close to her. I glanced at Khara to make sure that the orb hadn’t trapped her either, but the orc warrior had successfully dodged the attack against her. Now she was darting toward the long-haired woman with her claws outstretched again, and the way the drow moved to avoid her told me that her leg might have stopped bleeding, but she must still be feeling the pain of my knife blade in her thigh.

Nika’s next rolling dodge took her closer to the long-haired drow, so she joined Khara against her. The other drow woman tried to hurl another streak of fire at Nika’s back, but I had started running toward her when I saw her fingers flicker with purple light. She was focused on hitting Nika or maybe even the other drow, and she didn’t see me until I rammed into her from the side.

I slammed into her hard enough to knock her off her feet, but I stayed upright with my knife and axe still in my hands. The drow woman hissed and flipped onto her back, but I was already moving again by the time she teleported three feet away, and I easily dodged the next stream of fire she sent toward me.

She jumped to her feet and sent more fire over my shoulder at the other drow woman, but I didn’t hear any screams like she had actually hit anybody. When she snarled and fired another round toward me, I whipped my body to the side, and then I threw my axe like it was a tomahawk.

The pixie-haired drow teleported, but she hadn’t checked the trajectory of my axe first. I hadn’t thrown my axe at the place where she was standing. I’d thrown it at the place where I knew she would be standing as soon as she teleported away from me in panic.

The moment the short-haired drow appeared again, my axe buried itself straight in her shoulder. She howled in pain, and I closed the gap between us before she could try and get away. My knife plunged through her corset into her ribs, but the fabric was so thick that I had to pull the blade back out and bury it in her heart instead.

The short-haired drow glared at me as if she was trying to put a curse on me with the last ounce of her strength, but she couldn’t form any words. She just dropped to her knees with my knife still sticking out of her heart, and half the skeletons in the pit dropped to their knees with her.

I twisted the knife before I pulled it out. She swayed on her knees, and her half of the undead skeletons swayed in a perfect gruesome imitation of her. I heard the other drow woman shriek behind me, but I didn’t lose my focus. I just grabbed my axe from where it was sticking out of her shoulder, and then with all the strength I could summon, I curved the blade toward her neck.

Her head went sailing through the air. Her body collapsed at my feet a second later, and then her half of the skeletons collapsed all across the bone pit. They started to sink back into the ground, and the moss immediately started to grow over their bones like someone was pulling up the covers to tuck them in for another night of sleep, but I didn’t pause to contemplate another piece of drow magic that I didn’t understand.

I whirled to face the other drow bitch instead. She was still squared off against Nika and Khara, and all three women seemed to be taking a brief breather as they stared at the enemy I’d just decapitated. Then the long-haired drow turned her violet gaze on me, and for a brief moment, I thought I’d never seen anyone look so beautiful when they were so mad.

Of course, then I remembered that she was literally trying to consume my family with magic orbs of darkness.

The woman didn’t say anything. She just snarled, disappeared, and then reappeared at the top of the pit, poised just on the edge of the wall between the drop-off and the purple hedge of briars. She made a quick summoning motion with her fingers, and all the skeletons who were still standing stumbled forward to block the path between us and the edge of the pit where she stood.

Without any more skeletons to fight, my kids and Tamzin hurried over to join Khara, Nika, and me. We stood in two rows like a small but well-trained army, adults in the front and kids in the back, and we all looked up at the drow woman while I plotted our next move.

I thought she would send more orbs of darkness against us, or maybe shapeshift back into her white spider form. Instead, she just glared down at us like a queen who had never faced defeat before.

“Do you know what you have done?” the diamond-studded drow growled.

“Um, killed your mortal enemy?” Nika guessed. “Does that mean we win a prize?”

A shower of rocks and dirt started to crumble from the pit wall, and I jerked my hand out and grabbed the little dude. He came back out of camo mode as soon as I pulled him by the back of the shirt, but I kept my grip tight on him to keep him from climbing up and trying to sneak up on the drow woman while she was still talking.

“Oh, you have won a prize,” the long-haired woman snarled.

“Ken Jewell, did you hear?” Nika bounced up and down on her toes. “We won! I wonder if the prize is gold or weapons or--”

“You have won eternal punishment for yourselves,” the drow woman interrupted. “You have won for yourselves the right to be hunted by those who never grow tired. You have won for yourselves torture that never ends. You have won for yourselves torment that knows no equal.”

“Ohhhh, no thank you,” Nika said with a polite shake of her head. “I’m sure that is a very nice prize, but I don’t think we are looking for any eternal punishment at the moment.”

Akana started to climb up the wall now with a dagger held in her teeth, but Tamzin grabbed the little orc girl and held her tight against her hip. I appreciated my kids’ commitment to finishing the job, but for as big a game as this drow woman was talking, the fact was that her skeletons weren’t even trying to fight us. They seemed to be standing there just to keep us from going after her, and that meant she’d given up. And if she wanted to retreat with what was left of her dignity, then I was more than happy to let her go while my family still had all their limbs intact.

“You will regret this,” the drow woman seethed. “You interrupted my duel, and when you killed her, you made it impossible for me to restore the honor that she insulted.”

“You two tried to kill us first,” Tamzin pointed out.

“You will regret this,” the drow woman repeated as if Tamzin had not spoken, and her words were followed by a cold wind that made her long white hair swirl around her face like foamy waves of the sea. “I will bring my whole house against you, Ken Jewell.”

“I hardly think we need to be worried about your house,” Khara scoffed. “You are running away like a coward. Therefore, there is no possible way that your house could defeat our house.”

“Not today, maybe,” the other woman said with a cruel laugh. “But soon. No one insults the First House and lives. No one insults the First Priestess and lives. I will see you soon, Ken Jewell. You, your women, and your children. You can not possibly imagine the horrors I will inflict upon all of you.”

The drow woman suddenly drew her hand over her face. A cloud of darkness enveloped her whole body just like she’d done to Nika, only this time, the cloud vanished like a wisp of smoke that broke apart in the wind. I heard faint bells for a moment before they disappeared too, and then the only trace of her left was a chill wind that slowly died down just like the skeletons.

“We need to go,” Tamzin whispered. “Now.”
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Chapter 27

I wasn’t about to argue with my dryad wife, but something in her tone made me glance over at her. The green light had completely stopped flickering in her hair and under her skin. Her dark eyes were wide and full of worry, and her full lips were pressed together in a tight line.

“Okay, let’s move,” I said, and we all quickly started to climb up the pit walls again.

Except for Nika.

“I will be right there!” Nika called as she pranced over to the dead drow woman. “Do not worry! I’m right behind you!”

“Nika, all I’m gonna do is worry until you get your ass up that wall,” I muttered. “What are you doing?”

“Look at this beautiful coat, Ken Jewell.” Nika picked up the velvet coat she had ripped off the woman earlier. “I am not going to let such stunning fabric go to waste! This would look so beautiful on the duchess, or at least it will by the time I am finished cutting it so it actually shows off her body.”

“We do not have time for a shopping trip, Nika,” I groaned.

“Don’t you want Safia to have the most beautiful and nicest clothes?” Nika pouted.

“Well, yeah, but--”

“And don’t you think she deserves to have some of these beautiful sapphire piercings, too?” Nika continued.

“Hell no,” I said when my goblin wife knelt down and started to pull out the tiny sapphires one at a time. “I mean, yes, of course she deserves them, but we do not have time! Come on!”

“The duchess only has two little holes in her ears to hold the piercings,” Khara pointed out from the top of the pit wall. “There would be no point in taking extra. Our husband is already richer than any king. He does not need the wealth of a few sapphires taken from a dead drow.”

Nika frowned. “Even though we could make something very fancy from all of these sapphires and say they are the jewels of Ken Jewell, who took them from the evil, stupid, dead drow he defeated?”

“Well, I have this really bad feeling that we’re gonna run into a lot more drow in the future,” I muttered. “So I’m pretty sure if you still want their jewels then, we can probably arrange that.”

“Oh!” Nika giggled. “Okay then, as long as we will get some later!”

She grabbed the handful of sapphires she’d already taken from the woman’s collarbones and then stood up. She draped the velvet jacket around her neck like a scarf as she hurried back and started to climb up the wall, but at least she still had her bag of bone moss slung over her shoulders.

I waited until we had all gotten back to the top and then crawled all the way out of the thorny purple hedge before I even thought about asking Tamzin anything else. But even when we made it to the other side of the thick briars, I could still feel the tension radiating off my dryad wife in waves, and she kept slowing down to glance over at the drow city.

“Everything okay, Tamzin?” I panted as I grabbed her hand and pulled her forward a little faster. “Other than the obvious?”

The dryad glanced to our right at the darkness of the drow city again, and then she shuddered and picked up the pace. She practically flew across the rolling hills that led back toward the tunnel, and I wondered if she was even paying attention to what path we were taking back or if she was just hoping we wouldn’t run across any secret chasms in the deep, deep.

As soon as we were completely hidden in the escape tunnel, Tamzin stopped to catch her breath. She leaned over and rested her hands on her thighs, and when she looked up at me, she only held my gaze for a moment before she looked over her shoulder at the tunnel exit again.

“Tamzin!” I said. “What’s going on?”

“The First House,” Tamzin whispered. “We just attacked a member of the First House.”

“Yeah, I don’t know what that means,” I said.

“Not just a member,” Khara pointed out. “It sounds like we just attacked the priestess of the First House.”

“The First House,” Tamzin repeated. “The First Priestess of the First House. The First… the First…”

“Babe, you’re starting to scare me.” I grasped the dryad by the shoulders and forced her to meet my gaze. “Talk to me.”

Then we all heard the faint sound of bells at the same time.

“Shit, never mind!” I groaned. “Everybody, haul ass!”

Sawsaw scooped up the little dude, Shitter threw Akana onto his back, and the rest of us sprinted back the way we’d come. When we reached the drop-off in the tunnel where Akana and the little dude had surprised us, we climbed back up to the top on pure adrenaline. Based on how fast I climbed, I felt half-goblin myself, but I kept hearing the bells behind us, and I’d never had a better motivation to keep moving.

Even when we made it to the other side of the tunnel, we still had to travel along the edge of the huge entrance chamber. We didn’t have far to go, but the bells kept softly jingling behind us, so we didn’t slow down even for a second.

Since I didn’t feel any cold wind at my back yet, I hoped that meant the long-haired drow woman wasn’t following us. Maybe the bells were just to tease us, or maybe they came from a completely unrelated hunting party.

Either way, I didn’t want to stick around and find out.

When we reached the mossy steps that would lead us back to the deep underdark, I risked one glance over my shoulder, but I only saw the same normal creepy shit that lived just underneath everything beautiful down here. There were giant eyeballs and flying teeth, moaning ghosts and claws emerging from chasms in the ground, but there were no signs of any drow.

We flew up the stairs anyway.

Even after we left the deep, deep, we only slowed our pace enough that we could keep going without needing to rest. We might have all been in fantastic shape, but we still couldn’t full-on sprint all the way back to the surface. Instead, we hurried through the deep underdark at a brisk jog, successfully avoided running into any wendigos, and made our way up the spiral staircase and back through the Doomshrooms.

We kept up the same pace until we were far enough away from the Doomshrooms that the red lights and black shadows disappeared behind us and couldn’t try to hypnotize us anymore. Then we entered a cavern filled with softly glowing blue crystals, and it felt almost like we were home.

I called a halt so we could finally catch our breath.

“Everybody good?” I asked as I passed around what was left of our water supply.

“I am uncertain whether I am good or not,” Khara replied. “I understand why we left, but now I think perhaps we should return and finish off the priestess of this so-called First House.”

Tamzin shuddered as she took the Camelbak from Khara.

“We definitely shouldn’t do that,” the dryad said and then took a swig.

“Are you gonna share any of those thoughts bouncing around inside that beautiful head of yours?” I asked with a gentle smile.

“When we get home,” Tamzin replied. “We should really get this moss to the new grove, but when we get back to the house, I’ll tell you what I know.”

“Then let’s move out,” I said. “Little dude, you’re with me now. Akana, you’re with your mom.”

Sawsaw handed me my little berserker, and he climbed onto my back without any protest, but Akana slid down Shitter’s back and started to trot ahead without her mother. Khara smirked at our daughter’s stubbornness, and then she raced forward, scooped up the little goth girl, and swung her around to cling to her back.

“You’ve been a very brave girl, Akanateela,” Khara told our daughter. “But that is enough defiance for today.”

Akana gave a little exhale that blew the wild black hair out of her face, but then she buried her face against her mother and let out a contented grunt. I knew she would never let on, but I had no doubt that Akana and the little dude had to be exhausted. Hell, I was exhausted, and I was a grown-ass adult.

When we finally reached the cavern where Tamzin had planted her new grove underneath our homestead, she asked Sawsaw, Shitter, and Nika to help her feed the moss to the seedlings and saplings planted in the ceiling.

They took all of the moss we had collected and then scrambled up toward the top of the chamber until they vanished from sight. Less than half an hour later, they all climbed back down the rough stone walls to rejoin us, and Tamzin looked much more relaxed than she had before.

“They ate very well,” the dryad told me with a tired smile. “I’m very pleased with their progress. I think they will have grown a lot by the next time we visit them.”

“I wish we had more moss to give them,” Nika sighed. “It was very fun to watch their roots reach out and grab the moss snacks, like watching bloodfish snap their jaws on bone fragments.”

“Shit, is that how you fed the moss to your trees?” I asked. “When you said that you needed to feed them nutrients, I just kind of thought you’d plant the moss around their roots or something, not that they’d actually eat the moss like… like…”

“Like living creatures?” Tamzin smiled. “The grove is very much a living creature, my love. They swallowed up the moss like very good little trees. They will do well. Just wait until we come back and you see how much they’ve grown.”

“I can’t wait,” I said with a grin. “Maybe they’ll have grown enough for us to actually see their branches from down here.”

“We gave them enough bone moss that this might be possible,” Tamzin replied.

“And if not, we can always go back to get more!” Nika said cheerfully.

“Maaa,” Shitter groaned and then imitated the dead drow woman who’d constantly thrown fireballs at us.

“Yes, but she is dead now,” Nika giggled. “And now that we know all the tricks of the beautiful drow with the long hair, we will know how to fight her better next time!”

“Not if she brings her whole house against us,” Tamzin muttered.

“Come on, you can explain more at home,” I said, but I shared an uneasy glance with Sawsaw.

The first sun was getting ready to set by the time we piled into the wagon behind Charlie. When we got back to the house, the first sun sank below the horizon and turned the sky into an explosion of purples and oranges, and it cast a deep glow over the whole homestead. The rest of my family had all rushed out onto the lawn to greet us when Blink saw us from one of the watchtowers, and even Torrance and his family had left the livestock and crops long enough to come and welcome us home.

“You’re all covered in blood!” Safia gasped, but she flew into my arms despite the blood splattered across my clothing.

I kissed her hair and held her tight to let her know that I was okay. When I released her, I turned toward the rest of my family assembled on the lawn.

“We’re fine,” I said quickly. “We ran into a couple wendigos and a basilisk on our way down, and then--”

“You got to fight drow?” Abby shrieked with delight.

I looked over at my siren daughter to see if she’d suddenly mastered a song for mind reading, but it looked like Akana had simply beat me to the punch. She had scrambled down from her mother’s back and was now holding a conference with Abby and Athena, but all the gob boys who’d stayed home were gathered around her, too.

“Drow?” Timber repeated.

“Drow?” Burp gasped.

“Drow?” Ruby whispered.

“Yeah, I was getting to that part,” I sighed with a playful glare at my little goth girl.

“You can tell us all about it over supper,” Calli said firmly. “But you must be starving, so you can eat first and then tell us everything.”

“But we really should talk about what happened,” Tamzin protested. “We need to make plans for when the drow hunt us down, and we--”

“After. You. Eat.” The tone of power in Calli’s soft voice was unmistakable, and I knew as well as Tamzin did that there would be no arguing with her, not until we’d eaten enough to replenish all the energy we’d lost.

I started to head inside with my family, but Torrance and his kids headed in the opposite direction.

“Where do you think you’re going?” I called.

“I’m pleased as punch to see you all back safely, but I’m sure you all have lots to talk about and catch up on,” Torrance answered. “And I reckon we better finish our work for the day while we’ve still got a little light left.”

“The rest of your work can wait until tomorrow,” I said. “It’s time for family dinner, and I won’t hear any excuses.”

Matilda smiled so wide that I would have thought I’d gone down on one knee with a ring in hand, but Torrance just smiled and started to fidget with his hat.

“Alright, Ken,” the old farmer said. “You’re good people, you know that?”

“So are you,” I said. “Besides, I thought you’d be pretty eager to hear about the bone moss we gathered and how it’s already started making Tamzin’s trees grow.”

“I can’t say that I’m not excited to hear more about the underdark trees,” Torrance admitted. “Just didn’t want to be an imposition since Miss Safia just finished moving into your house and everything.”

“You know you don’t have to call me Miss Safia,” the duchess called from the porch with a smirk. “Just Safia is fine.”

“Yes, ma’am, Miss Safia,” Torrance said. “Uh, I mean just yes, ma’am.”

After we had all gathered around the table and started eating the feast that Calli and Matilda had prepared, I paused about halfway through my plate to look around the table at my family and friends. The gob boys were all wolfing down smoked chickens, my trio of mischief-making girls kept giggling and feeding Handsome under the table, and my wives were all talking to Torrance and his family about the state of the crops and the livestock, like it was just an ordinary day.

It was a perfect moment, and my stomach started to turn as I wondered if that was all about to change now that I had made enemies out of a drow woman who seemed to be pretty damn important, or at least pretty damn powerful.

“You have your worried face on again, Ken Jewell,” Nika whispered from beside me. “But you do not need to! We will defeat the drow like we defeat all of our enemies. You will see.”

“I hope you’re right,” I muttered.

“Will you tell us what happened now?” Safia asked, but then she winked at Calli. “Only if Calliope thinks you’ve all had enough to eat, of course.”

“I will allow it.” The blonde siren smiled. “I am just as eager as all of you to hear about what happened with the drow.”

Nika immediately stood up, cleared her throat, and launched into a full play-by-play of our latest trip to the deep, deep underdark. Sawsaw added a few clarifying details whenever she got a little too carried away, and Khara confirmed the most exciting parts of the action with an approving nod or growl. Akana had already whispered her version of events with her siblings, so she and the little dude just listened now, but Tamzin also stayed quiet while Nika shared her version of events.

When my goblin wife finished her tale, nobody seemed to know what to say. I couldn’t blame them, but I did have a question that had been on my mind ever since we were down in the bone pit.

“Nika, what happened when you were inside that cloud of darkness?” I asked. “We couldn’t see or hear you at all, and for a second, I thought she was trying to teleport you somewhere else.”

“No, I do not think the drow can teleport other people,” Nika replied.

“Then what was it?” Calli asked.

“Oh, it was an amazing cloud where I saw all sorts of creepies and crawlies and things that wanted to tear off my scalp and wear my hair as a scarf,” Nika said nonchalantly. “The bells were very loud, and it was very cold, and I kept clawing and biting at everything I could, even when I wasn’t sure if what I was seeing was real or not.”

“Shit,” I muttered.

“Ma scared?” Sawsaw asked.

“Why would I be scared?” Nika giggled. “I knew Ken Jewell would never let anything happen to me, so there was nothing to be afraid of!”

“But Nika, what if I--”

“Nope!” Nika cut me off. “You worry too much, Ken Jewell. I knew you would not let her evil cloud swallow me up for long. And see? I was right!”

“I just hate to think what would have happened if I hadn’t gotten you out in time,” I said.

“Why would you want to think about that, silly?” Nika asked. “It did not happen, so there is no reason to think about it!”

“So the drow are, like… really powerful?” Matilda whispered.

“Let’s see, there’s the purple fire and the instant teleporting.” Safia held up a fist and began to count out the drow powers on her fingers. “Some kind of necromancy since they were able to raise all those skeletons. Shapeshifting into giant white spiders. That’s four terrifying powers, but what am I missing?”

“To be fair, I don’t think they can all do all of those things,” I said. “The drow who ran away didn’t use fire, and the one we killed didn’t turn into a spider.”

“Oh, I’ve got some!” Ruby told Safia. “Don’t forget about the magic orb of darkness that can swallow people up and torture them, the gravity magic, and their blasted healing”

“It also seemed like some of their spells could hypnotize people in some way,” Nika added. “But I am not sure how exactly it works.”

“I’d really prefer not to find out,” I muttered. “Although if we face them again, it would be helpful to know.”

“I do not think it is a matter of if we will face them again,” Tamzin said quietly. “I think it is only a matter of when.”

“Then I reckon we better start making more plans of defense,” Torrance said after he took a long sip of ale. “It seems pretty obvious to me that the drow are bad news, and all you can do when you hear bad news is prepare the best you can. It’s no wonder the moss that grows on their bones has such powerful nutrients. It sounds like everything about the drow is powerful, whether they’re dead or alive.”

“They are very powerful,” Khara agreed. “I did not anticipate that fighting only two of them would be such an invigorating challenge.”

“Nope, I’m out,” Ruby snorted. “If Khara says fighting two drow was a fucking challenge, then I want nothing to do with them. Please and no fucking thank you.”

“Tamzin,” I said. “I think it’s time you share what you know about the drow.”

My dryad wife took a deep breath, and I leaned over so she could inhale a little of my life force, just enough to top her off and let the green light flicker across her tight curls.

“The woman who ran away,” Tamzin began.

“Diamond Face,” Nika said with a longing sigh. “Her hair looked like pillowy white clouds that I wanted to wrap myself in, and the diamonds piercing her skin looked like endless stars in the night sky.”

“You know she tried to kill you, right?” I smirked.

“She only tried to kill all of us because she does not understand how wonderful it will be when you kidnap her and gently fuck a beautiful baby into her womb,” Nika replied. “I bet she has never even seen a tool like yours, and when you tell her that she gets to ride it as much as--”

“Okaaay, and that’s enough of that,” I interrupted.

“You can’t tell me that she would not make an incredible wife for you,” Nika insisted. “She is so beautiful and sexy that it is almost scary, but she is also very scary! Our enemies will slit their own throats rather than face her terrible wrath in battle.”

“Just because that might be true doesn’t mean she would be a good wife for Ken Jewell,” Calli said with a little frown. “She sounds cruel and like she really, really wants to hunt us all down and kill us.”

“Only because she has not gotten to know how charming we are,” Nika huffed.

“That’s fucking great,” Ruby cackled. “Let’s invite the insane drow woman to tea so she can get to know us.”

“What a wonderful idea, Nimble Fingers!” Nika gasped. “If we are the first ones to extend an invitation, then she will see that we are not afraid of any hunting party she sends after us. She can come see our home and start to imagine herself living here, and then Ken Jewell can marry her so she never goes home!”

“Oh, fuck me,” I groaned.

“Yes, that will definitely be part of the marrying, too,” Nika said as she began to bounce excitedly in her chair. “You will love it. You will see.”

“Okay, I think we’ve gotten a little sidetracked,” I sighed and raked a hand through my hair. “Tamzin, you were trying to tell us what you know about the drow and about the woman who said she would hunt us down, tear us to pieces, make us suffer forever, all that good stuff.”

“She said she was the First Priestess of the First House,” Tamzin continued.

“And that’s… bad?” Safia guessed.

“It is,” Tamzin confirmed. “The drow are all divided into different houses that often war with each other and compete to see who can capture and offer the most sacrifices to the fire. I don’t know how many houses there are exactly, but I know there are at least thirteen.”

“That sounds like a lot of drow,” I muttered.

“Each house is run by the mother of the house,” Tamzin said. “But each house also has a number of priestesses who conduct the sacrifices to their dark spider goddess. They are the most powerful women of each house, and they are ranked according to their power, just like the houses are ranked according to their power.”

“Oh, shit,” I whispered as I realized exactly what that meant.

“Exactly,” Tamzin replied. “If the drow woman who escaped is the First Priestess of the First House, that means she is the most powerful priestess of the most powerful house. And since the drow never forget anything--”

“And since we gave them our house name and our husband’s name,” Khara interrupted.

“That means she and her house will hunt us down so they can enslave us or kill us in the process of trying to enslave us,” Tamzin finished.

“Pssh, that assumes they will win,” Nika said with a dismissive wave of her hand, but everyone else around the table was quiet.

Even the gob boys had stopped smacking on their food long enough to exchange worried glances with each other, and Fetch draped his arm around Markus like he was trying to comfort the human boy, even though my goblin son looked just as worried.

I had fully anticipated that we might run into a few drow on our moss raid today, but I definitely hadn’t expected one of them to be the First Priestess of the First House. No wonder she’d been so insanely hard to fight, and no wonder she’d been so insulted by the fact that we’d interrupted her duel.

This was bad.

But before I could even get out any encouraging words, Safia pushed herself back from the table and stood up tall.

“Alright, then,” the duchess said in her usual commanding tone. “It sounds like it’s time to go back to training. Who wants to teach me some moves next? Sawsaw? Akana? Ruby?”

“You really want to practice fighting right now?” Ruby asked with one hand pressed to her rounded stomach.

“Of course.” Safia held her chin high. “When the drow come, we will all need to be able to fight to the best of our abilities. If I don’t practice with you all now, how else will I ever be prepared to stand beside you in battle?”

I stared at the duchess and felt a smile spread across my face despite myself. This human woman had only just gotten used to the idea of living in the same house with the rest of my beautiful, monstrous family, and now she was completely ready to take up arms and go to town on some drow, no matter how terrifying they sounded.

“You can start by facing me,” Calli volunteered, and after she slipped her hand into Safia’s, the siren glanced over her shoulder at me. “Will you join us, Ken Jewell?”

“Absofuckinglutely,” I replied.

Safia’s words seemed to light a fire under everybody’s asses. We left the empty dinner plates and dishes exactly where they were, and then we all tumbled outside and set up the fighting ring with glowing crystals again.

Calli was the first to take the ring with the duchess. She kept attacking Safia with her trident while Safia kept defending herself with a dagger, and I had to admit that the duchess was a pretty fast learner.

When Safia needed a break, Maximus and Markus took the ring next to go up against Blink and Timber. It warmed my heart to see the two human boys wanting to learn to fight as enthusiastically as my own kids, and when I glanced over and saw Torrance wiping the corner of his eye, I figured the old farmer felt the same way.

I was surprised that Matilda wasn’t watching her brothers train, but then I realized my three daughters were also missing. I looked around in a panic that they might have decided to start up their hunting game with Matilda again without her knowing about it, but then a quiet grunt caught my attention from somewhere behind me.

I turned around, and my heart instantly turned into a puddle of goo.

Abby, Athena, and Akana had all set up their own training ring with a bunch of rocks instead of crystals. It was off to the side of the house so the rest of my family couldn’t see them, but I could tell what they were doing just fine from my position.

They were teaching Matilda how to fight.

The slender brunette threw a weak punch against Abby, but my siren daughter easily sidestepped it. Athena patted Matilda on the arm to reassure her, and then Akana grunted and showed her how to follow her punch through for better impact next time.

I didn’t know who I was more proud of: my daughters for being such good teachers or Matilda for asking for their help in the first place. Eventually, Matilda would have to train with the rest of the family if she really wanted to be ready to face our enemies, but I guessed she was still a little shy about her skills at the moment. I didn’t want to embarrass her by calling her out about it yet, and there would be time later for us all to train as a family. But now that even Matilda and her brothers were learning how to fight along with Safia, I knew we’d be as ready as possible whenever we did face the drow.

I sure as fuck hoped so, anyway.

My daughters continued training Matilda in private while the rest of my family cycled through sparring with Safia and the two human boys. I even took a few turns with Safia, although the feeling of her body pressed up against mine every time I caught her from behind didn’t exactly do anything to focus my attention on the new enemies we’d just made.

We all practiced until the second sun began to go down, and then I sank into the grass beside Safia and watched the western sky start to change colors.

“We will be ready for them when they come, Ken,” Safia said.

“I hope so,” I said. “We’ll definitely need to get working on our castle, though.”

“Of course we do!” Nika bounced over and flopped down into the grass beside us. “When the king eventually visits us, we should have a proper granite castle to greet him from, not just proper granite walls.”

“When the king does eventually visit us, I doubt it will be a friendly call,” I laughed.

“That is all the more reason to build a sturdy granite castle in the meantime,” Khara added as she came over to set herself gracefully beside Safia.

“But do not worry,” Nika said. “We will get to practice all our hospitality on the adventurers who come to kill us first. Then we will be very ready to greet the king when his army comes to meet us one day!”

“I forgot that a call for adventurers had been put out,” I groaned. “I wonder who we’ll have to face first: adventurers or the drow of the First House.”

“Or the rest of the orc tribes who still want Khara dead,” Ruby added.

“Oh, right,” I muttered. “Them, too.”

“It does not matter,” Safia said confidently as Torrance’s family and the rest of my wives and children all spread out across the grass to watch the sun go down. “Drow, orcs, or humans, they will all fall before you.”

“Now you are thinking like a monster,” Calli said with an encouraging smile. “That’s very good, Safia.”

“Look at the home you have created,” the duchess told me. “Look at the people you have brought together and the accomplishments you have already completed. So what if the drow are so terrifying that literally everyone in the underdark is afraid of them? They don’t know you yet, so they don’t realize that they’re the ones who should be afraid of you.”

“I like that you sound so confident about it,” I chuckled.

“And why shouldn’t I be?” Safia demanded. “You are Ken Jewell, the most brilliant knight I’ve ever known. Your wives are Nikagekokarra the Ferocious, the Great Kharazugelphi, Ruby of the Nimble Fingers, Calliope the Spellbinding, Tamzin the Breathtaking, and me.”

“Safia the Lionhearted,” Nika whispered.

Safia’s brown cheeks flushed with pleasure at the goblin woman’s compliment, but then she kept going. “Your friends are Quartermaster Torrance, his courageous sons Markus and Maximus, and his brave daughter Matilda.”

Torrance bowed his head with a bashful smile.

“Your sons are Sawsaw the Magnificent and Shitter the Unstoppable,” Safia continued, and my two oldest sons held themselves a little taller at the titles she gave them. “Canigo the Smasher, Blink the Unyielding, Timber the Valiant, Fetch the Fierce, Burp the Punisher, and the littlest berserker. Your daughters are Aberdeen, whose songs could make even the mountains crumble in fear. Akana, whose savagery is only equaled by her sweet heart. And Athena, who is the cleverest of all goblins. So you tell me, why shouldn’t we be confident about our chances against the drow?”

“You’re a good woman, you know that?” I grinned.

“So I’ve heard,” Safia snickered.

“Safia the Lionhearted is right,” Nika said. “It does not matter if we are fighting orcs or humans or drow or drow priestesses. We are Clan Jewell, and that means we will always win.”

I looked around at my family spread around me across the lawn, and I knew Nika was right. Maybe I wasn’t sure how we were supposed to face a fierce drow priestess and her deadly house, but I would come up with the answers. Maybe I didn’t know exactly how I’d oppose every new set of adventurers who came against us, but we’d figure it out.

We always did.

I was more motivated than anyone who could ever threaten us. Hell, I would have shot down the moon itself if it stood in the way of my family’s safety and happiness. But it wasn’t just that I was more motivated. It was also the fact that my family was more ferocious than anyone we could ever face. My wives were deadlier, my children were unstoppable, and my friends were loyal.

So if any orc, drow, human, or other creature wanted to test themselves against us, then let them come.

Clan Jewell would be ready.

End of Book 5
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End Notes

Thank you for reading Monster Empire 5! Please make sure you leave a review, and don’t forget about my Patreon!
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