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Ihad always been a fan of the trees changing color as summer turned to autumn and the days grew shorter. Perhaps it was because I had spent the majority of my life in north Florida, where there were more pine trees than people. Those sweeping forests of red and orange and yellow didn’t really exist down there, so seeing the colors change was always something special to me.

Here in Brovania they had something that looked like a maple tree, but instead of a three-pointed leaf it had four points. The colors were largely the same, though. Shades of yellow and orange greeted us as we finished our trip back to Gillamoor. It wasn’t late enough in the year yet to see red leaves, but I was looking forward to that.

“This is my favorite time of year,” Thilli said, snuggling against my arm.

“Me too,” I said. “It makes me think of cuddling up with someone and reading a book in front of a fireplace. Winter, even more so.”

“That sounds nice,” Thilli said, squeezing my arm and sliding her hand down to mine. “We’ll have to do it. I guess all of our chairs will have to be large enough for two people.”

“At least two,” I said. “Our bed will have to be large enough for five.”

Thilli laughed. “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that. We’re going to have to put in some special considerations due to our arrangement.”

“Here we are,” Nerras said from up front.

The trees had already thinned out, and now I could see the edge of the forest. It was surprisingly abrupt, and made me think someone had trimmed the trees back many years ago. Not a bad idea when the safety of the city was taken into consideration.

A broad grass field lay ahead, with a few wildflowers still hanging on despite the cool weather. Our road exited the forest and continued through the field on its way to Gillamoor, the city where I had decided to make my home.

“You have a lot planned for the next week, don’t you?” Thilli asked.

“Yeah,” I told her. “Quite a bit, actually. I’ll make time for repopulating every evening, but my days are going to be full.” I frowned. “We need to leave again and travel south in a week.”

“The Drowned Lands,” Thilli muttered. “Truly a place of nightmares. I might actually back out this time.”

“You know I won’t think any less of you,” I said. “It’s going to be very dangerous down there. I don’t blame you if you don’t want to go.”

She looked up at me and rolled her eyes. “Andrew, I was only kidding. I’m going with you. A bit of danger didn’t scare me away from going with you to fight Odewyn, did it? Besides, I know more about this area than you. You’d probably get lost without me.”

“Actually, I would be able to guide him,” Ulenor said from the back.

“Shut it,” Thilli said, smiling at the old wizard to take the sting out of the words.

Nerras halted his horse and waited for us to catch up. “I’m going to part ways with you here,” he said. “As much as I’d love to see the city again, I can’t risk that poison rain. Not now, when I’m almost healed.”

“I’ll stop by your place and let Kless and Ozee know you’re back,” I said.

“Thanks,” Nerras replied as he guided his horse to the back of our wagon. Digging around, he fetched his rolled-up tent and laid it across the back of his saddle, then stuffed his saddlebags with the rest of his belongings. “I probably should have stopped you when we were closer. Not all of this will fit.”

“Do you want us to turn around?” I asked.

“Nah,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ll be glad to just relax. If anything, I’ll have Ozee and Kless bring some stuff when they return.”

“Okay. Well, thanks again, Nerras. We couldn’t have done this without you. Oh, and thanks for saving our lives.” I extended my hand, and Nerras rode closer and shook it.

“Stay safe, Nerras,” Thilli said, offering him a smile. “I’ll send someone with some food so you don’t get too bored out there.”

He gave her a seated bow. “Thank you, Thilli. I’m pretty sure Ozee and Kless will keep me from getting bored, though.” His sudden grin was filled with joy and anticipation.

“Naughty,” Thilli said, laughing.

We waved to Nerras and set off again towards the city. Nerras rode back into the treeline, towards the hidden clearing where he had made camp about a week ago. While that kept him away from the city, it also kept him safe from the poison rain that Vogrim sent to every goblin city, town, and village. The rain that made men sterile and impotent.

Having been away from it for more than a month now, Nerras was almost fully healed. He was able to function like a man again, which did wonders for his outlook on life. It also gave me hope, hope that once I defeated Vogrim the rest of the men could heal and live normal lives again.

“What are you thinking about?” Thilli asked, looking up at me.

I looked down at her, into her violet eyes, then put my arm around her shoulders and kissed the top of her black-haired head. “I’m just thinking about the future,” I said. “Not ours, but the goblin people.”

“I see,” she said. “And how does the future look?”

“I think everything is going to be okay,” I said, feeling a bit hopeful. “It won’t be easy, but we’re going to defeat Vogrim and heal our nation. The elves and the orcs will see our strength and avoid attacking us. I want my legacy to be more than just one of war, though, so I’ve been thinking about that as well. I need to do something to help our people out.”

“How so?” she asked.

I shifted on the wagon seat. “Well, my first thought is to do something about this damn wagon. With the solid wood wheels, the ride quality is just plain horrible. If I can think of some type of suspension or better wheel, that’ll help a lot. Really, I’d like to help you guys create a railroad system, but I think that will require too many raw materials to be feasible.”

“Is that all?” Thilli asked.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. The world I came from was a lot more advanced than yours. I’d like to help recreate some of those things, to help improve the quality of life here, but it’s tough. I just don’t know enough to do it. I can tell you how a battery works but I wouldn’t even know where to begin making my own.”

“You said that dagger was like a magical battery,” Thilli said, referring to the ruby dagger I had taken after slaying the necromancer Odewyn. “So, a battery stores power of some kind?”

I nodded. “Yeah, it stores electricity. Imagine if you could store lightning in a small object, and later use that stored energy to power a motor, or a machine.” I frowned, trying to think of how to explain a television. “Or imagine a painting on the wall, but the picture moved and showed you a story.”

“Amazing,” Thilli said. “You’ve mentioned some other things from your world and they always seem almost hard to believe.”

“Well, if there was one thing I’d love to invent, it would be a car,” I said. “Imagine a wagon like this, but it drives itself. No horses. And it can drive all day long, for hundreds of miles, as long as you fill a tank up with a fluid made from oil. Or some use batteries. The seats are comfortable, too, and you can listen to music while you drive. Or get road head.”

Thilli laughed. “That does sound amazing. You’ll have to get started on it right away.”

“I don’t even know where I’d start,” I grumbled. “But maybe improving the ride quality of this wagon will be a good first step.”

“Andrew!” shouted one of the archers from atop the wall. They looked to be organized better than when I had left; now half a dozen archers stood atop the gatehouse, with more archers spread out along the wall on each side. More of them walked a circuit back and forth, ensuring there was always adequate coverage.

I raised a hand in greeting as we approached the gate. To my pleasant surprise, deep trenches had been dug on either side of the entrance, ten feet wide and nearly as deep. They extended about as far as I could see, but Gillamoor was a fairly large city so I knew it would take a while to complete. I was glad to see they had started the fortifications, though.

“Welcome back, Andrew,” another archer shouted. He saluted me, and I returned the gesture, although I felt like an ass saluting while seated.

“Glad to be home?” Thilli asked.

“Very,” I said. “I can’t wait for a bath.”

“You and me both,” she said.

“Would you mind dropping me off at my house?” Ulenor said from the back seat. “I have things I need to see to.”

“Of course,” I said.

We drove through the city at a slow pace on account of the people filling the streets. It felt good to be back in Gillamoor. While I enjoyed the beauty and tranquility of the forest, the city was my home. This was where I would be spending the rest of my years with my wives. And eventually, our children.

I turned onto the Street of Flowers and Ulenor began stretching behind me. Sitting in a wagon all day was enough to make me ache, so I couldn’t imagine how he felt.

“Will I see you tomorrow, Andrew?” he asked.

“Yes,” I replied. “We have to figure out a plan for our trip, and I’ll need to learn everything I can about what we’re going to face. Honestly, we were under prepared for this trip, and I got lucky. I won’t make that mistake again.”

Ulenor nodded. “I’ll see you in the afternoon, then. I believe I have a book about the Drowned Lands, so that should tell us what we’ll be facing.”

A few minutes later I stopped the wagon in front of his house. Ulenor uttered something in the magical language and levitated out the back of the wagon and gently set his feet onto the cobblestone street. He walked to his house, his limp much less pronounced than I was used to seeing. Perhaps the healing I had done a few days ago really had made a difference.

Wagons weren’t a very common sight on the streets of Gillamoor, so ours drew plenty of eyes, especially when people noticed the minotaur skull above my head. Some goblins turned pale with fright, but most still greeted me with enthusiasm, if perhaps a bit awkwardly. I didn’t think they would ever get used to me parading around a giant skull on my wagon.

After a few turns, we found ourselves in front of the temple. I pulled the horses to a halt and handed the reins to an attendant.

“Welcome back,” Prazzi said as she walked down the wide front stairs. She twisted her blue hair in her hands as she approached us. “I’ll have a bath run for both of you right away, and some fresh food brought to your room.”

“Thanks, Prazzi,” I said, stepping down from the driver’s seat. I offered a hand to Thilli and she accepted.

My eyes stayed glued to Thilli’s backside as she walked up the stairs to the temple, until Prazzi cleared her throat loudly.

“Ah, sorry,” I said with a laugh. “Just have all this stuff brought to my room, I guess. Our room.” I climbed back onto the wagon just long enough to fetch the ruby dagger. I didn’t want anyone else messing with that.

“Time to relax a bit,” I said to myself as I walked up the stairs.
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Islipped through the line of servants and walked into my room. Thilli was already in there, sitting on a chair and pulling her boots off. She rubbed her feet for a moment, then looked up at me.

“I’m glad we didn’t do too much walking,” she said. “These boots aren’t fully broken in yet. After that many days on the wagon, though, my ass is killing me.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll kiss it and make it better,” I told her with a grin. One of the servants barked a laugh. Thilli rolled her eyes at me.

“Your bath is ready,” a young man said, bowing slightly. He hurried from the room with the rest of the servants.

“Go ahead,” I said to Thilli. “You first”

She gave me a look of gratitude and began unlacing her clothes. Her shirt went on the floor, then she turned and peeled her breeches down over her firm, round bottom. I loved it when she put on a show like that.

Thilli stepped into the hot bath, one slender leg at a time, sighing happily as the hot water relaxed her tense body. Once she was fully in, she sat against the curved back of the tub and leaned her head back.

“This feels amazing,” she said, her eyes closed. “Go ahead and get comfortable. I’m gonna be a while.”

I laughed. “That’s fine. Things are going to be busy over the next week so I need to plan.” I suddenly wished I had a pen and paper to work out a schedule. My brain would have to do for the time being.

“What all do you need to do?” Thilli asked, still reclining in the tub with her eyes closed.

“I need to see the mayor first,” I began. “I want to take some of the money we retrieved from Odewyn and put it towards the budget. He was pretty upset about having to cut the education budget to pay for all these defenses, so I’d like to set things right.”

“Children are the future, after all,” Thilli said. “But you finally got some money and now you’re giving it all away?”

“Only half,” I said. “The rest is mine. If nothing else, I feel I earned it. I also have to plan for our trip to the Drowned Lands. That one isn’t going to be easy, and it’ll be a lot more dangerous than the one we just finished. Ulenor will be helping with that, fortunately.”

“And the amulet will protect us?” she asked, opening an eye to peer at me.

I nodded. “Ulenor said it would. Then there’s our newfound wine trade to worry about.”

Thilli groaned loudly.

“Yeah, I know,” I said. “It has to be done, though. I’ll need some of those casks of wine your father sent. And then the real fun will come when I try to convince Colonel Chuleel to sell some of his wine to the elves.” That got a laugh out of Thilli. “And amidst all that, I have to continue training the local military.”

“Don’t forget about the city itself,” Thilli said, sinking into the water until it was up to her chin. “You’re having them build all sorts of things.”

“Yeah, how could I forget,” I grumbled. “And I still have to find time to help with repopulating in the evenings. I’m definitely going to be busy.”

“At least that’ll make the days pass quickly,” Thilli said, splashing her hands a bit. She lathered up a washrag and quickly scrubbed her body and face, then huffed loudly. “In that case I suppose I can let you in here.” She looked at me, feigning sadness, and rinsed herself off. When she was done, she got out of the tub.

“Oh, stop,” I said, walking closer to her.

“No wait!” she said, holding her hands up. “I just got clean. You aren’t touching me until you bathe.”

I laughed. “Fine, fine,” I went to the door and stuck my head out, then asked a passing servant for some fresh bathwater. I stepped out of my clothes as the servants emptied the tub and refilled it.

“I should tell them to throw that water in the moat,” I muttered, thinking out loud.

“What?” asked Thilli, drying her hair with a fresh towel.

“Oh, nothing,” I said. “I just need to organize my thoughts to make sure I don’t get overwhelmed. We have a lot of work to do this week.”

“We?” Thilli asked with a raised eyebrow.

I nodded. “You’re going to the Drowned Lands with us, right?”

Thilli nodded.

“You’ll be training with the soldiers, then,” I said. “We have to make sure we’re in the best shape possible.”

“Are you saying I’m out of shape?” Thilli asked, cocking her hip to one side and placing her hand on her waist. Her body was lean and toned, soft curves over hard muscle.

“No, but you’re not used to hard fighting,” I said, smiling. “We train as we fight, so that when we go to battle, we’re ready.”

“Knock knock,” said a familiar voice at the door.

I turned and saw Cirro entering, all smiles. She took one look at me, standing there naked, and gave me a lopsided grin.

“Looks like I came in at the right time,” she said.

“He’s dirty,” Thilli said.

“Not as dirty as the thoughts I’m having right now,” Cirro said with a laugh. “Oh, alright. Clean yourself, then we have a lot to talk about.”

I stepped into the tub and let the hot water wash away all of my tension. While I still preferred showers, sometimes soaking in a hot bath really hit the spot.

“Can we talk about it while I’m in here?” I asked, grabbing a fresh wash cloth.

“Sure,” Cirro said. She grabbed a nearby stool and carried it to the tub, then set it down. Thilli still stood there naked, so Cirro pointedly looked her up and down and slapped her on the ass. “You’re looking better than ever, Thilli.”

“I’m not sure if I should thank you or not,” Thilli said, laughing when Cirro wiggled her eyebrows.

“So, we’ve been talking,” Cirro began.

“We?” I asked.

“Your wives,” she clarified. “Now that Thilli’s back she can join in on this. We’ve been talking, and you really need to get started on your house. Lossia and I finalized the design with Shaug, and Anna helped as well. I like her, by the way. I think she’s a good addition to our family.”

“Oh, you just have a thing for women with blue hair,” Thilli said.

“Guilty,” Cirro said with a chuckle. “But, we have the design picked out, and Anna said her brothers will help. We’ll have to find some more people to help out, but I think it’s important you get started soon. It’s going to be a big house. I’m sure you’ll like it, but constructing it won’t be easy.”

I turned my head and looked at Thilli. “I told you I was going to be busy. I just got here and she’s already pushing me to work. Okay, Cirro, just give me a moment.”

I dunked my head underwater, then set to lathering myself up. I wasn’t sure exactly what goblins put in their soap, but it always left me smelling nice. Some kind of flower was my best guess.

After rinsing myself off, I stood up and grabbed a towel. I dried my face and hair, then took a good look at Cirro.

She wore a dress today, blue-green to bring out the highlights in her hair. The soft material hugged her curves, emphasizing what a beautiful figure she had. The neckline was high at her throat, but the snug bodice still showed off the size of her chest.

I stepped out of the bathtub, sloshing water everywhere, and walked straight to Cirro. She yelped as I grabbed her and pulled her into a tight hug, covering her with water.

“Andrew!” she shrieked. “You son of a bitch, you’re getting me wet!”

“Ah, how I have missed you,” I said, laughing.

“Unhand me, you pig-skinned giant, before I drown you in that bathtub!” she yelled, but her face wasn’t entirely angry.

“And how I have missed your delicate way of talking. Like a soft wind, or the gentle brush of a flower,” I said, dodging a fist.

Cirro shouted a few more curses at me, then leaped into my arms. She laughed and buried her face against my neck as I spun her in a circle.

“I did miss you,” I said quietly, then kissed her forehead. I held her tightly for a moment, then set her on the floor. We stood there for a moment, holding each other.

“I suppose you did miss me,” Cirro said, reaching down and grabbing onto my raging erection.

“That thing has a mind of its own around you,” I said with a shrug.

“Well, any other time I’d take it for a ride, but right now I’d rather take you to the building site.” She took a step back and looked at her wet dress. “Guess I’m changing, first,” she muttered.

I grabbed a towel and began drying myself off while Cirro stepped out of her dress. I watched her hips sway as she walked to the tall wooden wardrobe set against the far wall. She pulled the doors open and selected a similar dress, this one in dark gray.

“Stare any harder and your eyes might fall out,” Thilli said with a smirk.

I blinked and turned to her. “If it makes you feel any better, that’s how I look at you as well.”

She walked to me, still fully nude. “I know,” she said with a smile, then went onto her toes and kissed me softly. My erection poked her in the stomach. “I suppose I should get dressed as well.” She left me there and walked to her own wardrobe, next to Cirro’s.

Watching those two beautiful women slowly get dressed was about enough to make me burst. I had to tear my eyes away and grab some clothes or else I’d never get anything done. I turned away from them so I could focus.

Once I had my breeches and shirt on, I stamped my feet into my boots and turned to my wives. They were both dressed and Cirro was complimenting Thilli on how she looked in her new outfit—dark breeches and a snug-fitting leather vest, both so dark they were nearly black, over a white shirt.

“I should try something like that one day,” Cirro said, plucking at her dress. “I suppose I just like the simplicity of a dress.” She grabbed an embroidered cloak and swung it around her shoulders. “Besides, it’s quicker to take off,” she added with a wink in my direction.

I was still warm from my bath and my wives making my heart pound, so I didn’t bother with a jacket. Instead, I grabbed the dark gray cloak I had taken from the elf that tried to kill me and donned it.

“Nice cloak,” Cirro said as she approached me.

Thilli immediately recognized the cloak and her lip curled. I would have to be careful about that in the future.

“It’s just a piece of cloth,” I said.

“I know,” Thilli said flatly. “I know. But still.”

She was right. No matter how nice the cloak was, I shouldn’t walk around in something made by the people that enslaved the goblins for a thousand years. I removed the cloak, balled it up, and threw it in the corner of the room. Instead, I grabbed my goblin-made cloak of thick, navy blue silk with black embroidery around the edges. That earned an approving nod from Thilli. I avoided mentioning how similar the two looked.

“I feel like I just missed something,” Cirro said, looking from me to Thilli.

“It’s okay,” I said, holding the door for them. “Let’s get started on this house.”
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Together we left the temple and walked down the cobblestone streets, arm in arm. Thilli walked on my right side and Cirro on my left. We strolled through the market district and made our way to Temple Gardens, the neighborhood where Mayor Beezle had gifted us a plot of land.

The sun was out, making for a pleasant walk. I had spent most of my life in hot climates, so I wasn’t quite used to the cool autumn weather in Gillamoor. I wasn’t complaining, though. After spending so long on a wagon, it felt good to stretch my legs, especially after soaking in a hot bath.

“It’s right around here,” I said as we walked past a three-story stone house with a tiled roof and arched windows. The beauty of that house made me curious what design my wives had ultimately decided on.

We walked another five minutes and came to a stop in front of a large patch of grass and short wildflowers. To my surprise, wooden stakes had been driven into the ground, forming what I assumed was the outline of where we’d be excavating for the basement. Several goblin men ran about, working hard under the watchful eye of…. Anna?

“Anna?” I asked.

The blue-haired woman turned around and smiled when she saw me. She hurried to us, and when Cirro and Thilli stepped aside so she could hug me, Anna grabbed all three of us and squeezed us at the same time.

“I think you’re going to like what we’ve picked out for you,” Anna said, excitement making her speak in a rush. “My brothers are here, and they brought some of their friends. We’re going to start digging for the footers and foundation. If you aren’t too busy, your help would certainly be appreciated.” Her tone said it wasn’t just appreciated, but expected.

“I’d be more than happy to help,” I said. After all, I wasn’t very skilled with magic yet but I was very powerful. Digging a big hole was just the kind of task I could accomplish. Perhaps the extra work would help grow my magical strength as well.

I approached the building site and Anna looped her arm through mine. She held several large sheets of parchment in her other hand and pulled me to the side of the property, where a sturdy wooden table had been erected.

“Here are the plans, if you want to look at them,” she said, setting the papers on the table.

I shuffled through them, not fully understanding the goblin blueprints. After a few minutes I was able to get a grasp on how the house would look. I looked at Anna, then turned to Thilli and Cirro.

“This is beautiful!” I exclaimed. “I knew I made the right decision when I asked you all to take care of this.”

“You’re welcome,” Cirro called out. She and Thilli slowly approached.

“But first, we need to excavate the area,” Anna explained. “The stakes in the ground show the borders of the footers and foundation.”

“How deep do I need to go?” I asked, glancing at the blueprints.

“About ten feet,” Anna said.

I stepped closer to the building site, my eyes focused on the area marked by stakes. It looked quite large, which was good. I had previously determined we would need a lot of bedrooms, and Thilli had made it very clear she would only accept a large kitchen.

“Where’s the dirt going?” I asked a young goblin man standing nearby. Anna’s younger brother, I assumed.

“You can just pile it over there,” he said, pointing to the side of the property. “We’ll start hauling it away later today.”

I thought for a moment on that. The only way they could really haul away dirt with their current level of technology was to load up a wagon with it, then take it elsewhere. Sounded like back-breaking work, although with magic it wouldn’t be quite as bad.

I tapped into my magical well and drew a moderate amount of power into myself. Focusing on the dirt before me, I tried to think of the best way to move it.

The clip-clop of multiple horse hooves broke my attention. I turned and saw a large wagon approaching, pulled by six horses. When it pulled around the side of the building site, I saw the wagon was filled with stone blocks. Anna’s other brother ran over to the wagon, followed by his friend, and they immediately began unloading it.

If they were hauling in stone via wagon, that was going to take a while. I found myself glad they were starting well before we even needed the blocks.

I turned back to the building site and focused on the dirt. Odewyn had caused the ground to rear up and form into a bust, so I knew it was possible to move soil quickly. I just had to figure out the best way.

“Imagine the dirt flowing into the air like water,” said a familiar woman’s voice. “It has no resistance, and easily moves like a stream in the direction you want.”

I turned and saw Lossia standing behind me. She looked radiant with her violet hair and green eyes. A dress, similar to Cirro’s but in purple to match her hair, clung to her voluptuous curves.

I rushed forwards and flung my arms around her. Lossia hugged me back, giggling with joy.

“I missed you,” she said quietly.

I bent down and kissed her, then took her by the hand and turned back to the building site.

“Hopefully nothing else interrupts me,” I said. “I’m not sure I fully understand what you’re saying about the dirt, though.”

I focused my efforts on the dirt before me and imagined it moving as Lossia had suggested. The ground stirred and a small stream of dirt lifted into the air. I directed it to the side of the building site, but I knew it wasn’t enough.

“I’m not that strong, but I can show you,” Lossia said.

“I have a better idea,” I said. “Can you use my power and guide it? Ulenor did it once, when we enchanted my sword and armor.”

She nodded. “I can do that. It would probably be easier, although you won’t learn as much.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “I’m sure I’ll pick up on it.”

I released my hold on my magical power, but kept my connection to my magical well. It was an odd feeling, like having your hand almost touching something. The anticipation was enough to make me sweat.

Only a moment later I felt Lossia reach into me and tap into my magical well. I allowed her to take control, and power surged in me. I had experienced this with Ulenor so I knew what to expect, but it was still a shocking sensation, nearly enough to drive me to my knees.

“By the gods, Andrew. I didn’t realize you were this powerful!” Lossia said. “I don’t even know what to do with this much magic.”

“Try digging a hole!” Cirro shouted.

Lossia focused on the ground before us and it suddenly erupted. That was the only word for it. It erupted like a fountain of dirt, blasting high into the sky. The stream of soil and rock came back down and formed a neat pile on the side of the building site.

Lossia worked methodically, clearing out heaps of material in no time. She worked in a back-and-forth pattern, going deeper with each pass. Unable to do much other than watch, I stood there and marveled as the dirt flew to the side, faster than any excavation machine in my world could have cleared it.

She avoided going too close to the edges and instead focused on overall mass removal. After what felt like an eternity but was probably only about twenty minutes, she stopped. She nodded to herself, satisfied with her work, and released her hold on my magical power.

I immediately sank to a knee. Sweat slicked my back and ran down to my chest, and my heart thrashed in my chest.

“Sorry about that,” Lossia said. She reached down and offered me a hand.

I took her hand but pushed myself to my feet; pulling on her would probably pull her down instead of me up. Still, it was a nice gesture.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone work that quickly before,” one of Anna’s younger brothers said. “That was incredible!”

“You never told me you were so skilled with magic,” I said to Lossia.

She gave me an odd look. “Actually, I believe I have told you that. Remember where I grew up, Andrew. I had the best education in everything, including magic. I’m not particularly strong, but I am quite skilled.”

I took a deep breath and wiped sweat from my forehead with my sleeve. “I just wish that wasn’t so tiring. What’s next?”

“She removed the majority of the material,” Anna’s brother explained. “Now we just need to remove a bit more and clean up the edges all the way to the stakes. This probably saved us a week, though. Thank you. All glory and honor to the Mothers.”

Lossia smiled and bowed her head slightly.

“Did you see how I did that, Andrew?” Lossia asked, turning to me.

“I think so,” I said. “I might be too tired to do much, but….”

I pulled a small amount of magical power into myself and focused on the dirt. Lossia truly had cleared almost all of it, so I found one area that still needed some work—near a corner—and made the dirt move. I essentially forced it into action, using the power of my magic to bend it to my will.

A thin stream of dirt rose into the air and snaked over to the giant, house-sized pile of excavated dirt and stone. I only pulled a little into the air, then released my hold on my magical well. I swayed on my feet for a moment but forced myself to remain upright. Lossia looked up at me for a moment, a hint of worry in her eyes.

“I’m fine,” I told her. “I just need some sleep.”

“You learn quickly,” Lossia said, pulling me away from the building site. “Come on, let them finish the work today. You can help more tomorrow.”

She was right. I had spent all morning on a wagon, and was eager for a good night’s rest in my bed. There wasn’t much else I could do today, except enjoy some time with my wives.

I took Lossia’s hand and together we walked back to the large wooden table, where the rest of my wives stood.

“Let’s go—” I barked a laugh. “I was going to say let’s go home, but looks like we’re building our home. Let’s go to the temple and relax.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Thilli said as she toyed with her hair. “Sleeping in a bed is exactly what I need.”
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When the five of us arrived back at the temple we split paths. Anna found Prazzi and spoke with her while the rest of the women went to our room. I continued down the center aisle and went straight to the statue of Zozella, then knelt before her.

“Welcome back, Andrew,” her voice said in my head. “I see you’re working hard.”

“Yes ma’am,” I replied. “I’m doing everything I can to get this done, and once again I just wanted to let you know that I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. I know you’ve helped me with some good luck, and that kept me alive.”

“Yes, well unfortunately some of these blessings must come to an end,” she said, irritation seeping into her voice. “Selemis has been keeping an eye on me lately. He dislikes it when we interfere in the lives of mortals.” Her sigh was filled with frustration. “Even I must obey rules, Andrew. I fear that when you travel south again, I will not be able to help you. You will be fully on your own.”

“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” I said. “I’m getting stronger by the day it seems. With my companions by my side I don’t think anything will offer us too much trouble.”

“Be careful with Ulenor,” she warned. “That old wizard is very precious to me. Protect him with your life, if need be.”

“He’ll be safe,” I promised, avoiding commenting on how she had just told me Ulenor’s life was more important than mine. “By the way, I had a couple questions for you. You told me a while back that you would explain exactly what you did to me.”

“Ah, yes,” she said. Her statue smiled. “To put it into words you’d understand, I effectively doubled your testosterone while inhibiting the rate at which you aromatize. Don’t worry, you won’t lose your hair. I took care of that as well.”

I blinked. I had been expecting something of a more magical nature, not a manipulation of my hormones. But that would explain why I gained strength so easily now.

“Well, thanks, in that case,” I said. “My other question was about skin color. Why are your people green? I can’t figure it out.”

“I’m sure you’ve heard of melanin, back in your world,” she began. I nodded and she continued. “Think of it like melanin, but green instead of brown. That’s the simplest way to explain it.”

“Fascinating,” I said. “Well as usual, thanks for everything. I really appreciate it.” I bowed my head, then stood.

“You should help think of names for your children, Andrew,” she said.

I grinned. “I suppose that time is coming, isn’t it?”

I left the statue and went to my room. The moment I entered I plopped down on the nearest chair and pulled my boots off. I needed to invent memory foam insoles if I was going to be doing all this walking.

Anna was just stepping into the bathtub, so I got a good view of her lovely body as she slowly sank into the hot water. She was more slender than my other wives, although not quite skinny. “Toned” would be the best word to describe her. Both her breasts and her bottom were small and perky, and her hips were pleasantly round but not overly so.

Surprising me, Thilli approached and sat sideways across my lap. She wrapped her arms around me and buried her face against my neck. I held her tightly, enjoying this new, affectionate version of her.

I looked over Thilli’s head and watched Lossia for a moment. Her curvaceous figure in that snug-fitting dress was nothing short of breathtaking. She ran a brush through her long, violet hair and noticed me watching her. Her bright green eyes were filled with love as she smiled back at me.

“It’ll be nice to sleep in a bed with you instead of that damn bedroll,” Thilli said quietly.

“I couldn’t agree more,” I said, squeezing her tightly.

“You have something to take care of, first,” she said, releasing me and straightening up. A knowing look made her eyes twinkle.

Anna stood up in the tub, wiping water from her arms with her hands. She grabbed a towel and began drying off her slender body. Cirro approached her with a towel in hand and began drying her back.

Thilli rose from my lap and stretched. She did it right in front of me, so it was impossible to miss her figure. Anna set one foot on the side of the tub and bent over slightly as she dried herself. They all seemed to be trying their best to turn me on. It was working; my breeches concealed a raging erection.

Cirro brought Anna’s clothing to her and helped her get dressed while Thilli went over to Lossia and spoke to her for a moment. Lossia blushed and smiled, bringing a laugh from Thilli. I felt like the only one in the room that didn’t know what was going on.

Cirro approached Lossia, then brought her in for a deep kiss. Her hands squeezed on the curvy woman’s bottom, bringing a giggle from Lossia. Anna moved in and kissed her on the cheek.

Thilli hugged Lossia, then went for the door. She held the door open and Anna walked through, followed by Cirro. Cirro reached out in front of her and slapped Anna on the ass as they exited the room. Thilli winked at me, then closed the door, leaving me alone with Lossia.

I opened my mouth to ask Lossia what was going on but stopped as she swayed towards me. Her finger traced down the neckline of her dress as she looked up at me through her thick eyelashes. With a gentle tug, she pulled her neckline lower, almost causing her large breasts to fall out.

“So, what’s this about?” I asked as Lossia stepped up to me.

She reached up and slipped a hand behind my neck, then pulled me down for a deep, sensual kiss. I held her tightly, my arms on her lower back. She reached back and pushed one of my hands down to her plump bottom and I gave it a hefty squeeze. She let out a soft moan against my lips as I squeezed it again.

“Do you remember what I promised you?” Lossia asked, breaking our kiss. Staying close to me, she turned around and pressed her bottom against me, gyrating her hips.

I tore at my shirt as the memory slid home. Of Lossia, slipping me inside first her pussy, then her ass and riding me for a brief second, promising me that we would finish that once I returned from slaying Odewyn. I suddenly had an erection so hard it was almost painful.

The moment I tossed my shirt onto the floor, Lossia turned and began untying the laces at the front of my breeches. She took her time, bending forwards slightly so I had a fantastic view down the front of her dress.

“Well, someone is excited,” Lossia murmured once I stepped out of my breeches. She ran a fingertip along the length of my engorged member and I practically shook with excitement. Lossia reached up with both hands and slowly untied the front of her dress, then brought her hands up to her shoulders and slid it off.

The soft cloth fell to the floor, exposing her incredible figure. Large, heavy breasts topped with dark green nipples hung from her small frame. Her small waist flared out into wide, round hips that included a deliciously round backside. Her body was voluptuous enough to almost seem unreal, and her violet hair added to the effect.

She was, in a word, breathtaking.

I reached out, ready to wrap my arms around her again, but she instead took my hand and pulled me towards the bed. Nearly giddy with excitement, I allowed myself to be led. Finally being able to make love to Lossia was a dream come true, no matter how we did it.

We got to the bed and I decided to let her take the lead. If this was to be our first time, I knew she would still be nervous. The last thing I wanted to do was push her too far and ruin the moment.

I grabbed her beneath her armpits and set her on the side of the bed, then bent down and kissed her. We kissed for quite a while, just enjoying the passion of the moment. Her fingers trailed down my stomach and finally grasped onto my rock-hard erection. She gave it a squeeze and stroked me while we kissed.

After a few minutes, Lossia pulled away from me. With a grin, she slid down so that she was kneeling in front of me and took me into her mouth. She definitely had been asking Thilli about her technique, as I could tell the two women did this in the same manner. Lossia wrapped her slender fingers around the base of my shaft, then sucked on the last half, taking me as far down her throat as she could before stroking me aggressively. The sensation was mind blowing.

But Lossia wasn’t here to suck me off. She continued for a bit, ensuring I was covered with her saliva, then stood to her feet. After giving me a sweet smile, she turned and climbed onto the bed, one leg at a time, giving me a full view of her perfectly round ass.

I climbed onto the bed after her, ready for anything. She knelt there, waiting for me. Her face was flushed, and I realized she was just as excited as I was, possibly even more so. I reached out and took her hand, then pulled her to me.

We kissed again and I marveled at the feeling of her large breasts pressed against me. Both of my hands went to her bottom and I squeezed it, hard enough to make her giggle.

“Okay, mister,” Lossia said, breaking our kiss. “Lie down.”

I didn’t need to be told twice. I flopped onto my back and grabbed a pillow to stuff beneath my head.

Lossia crawled up my legs and sucked on me for a few seconds. I think she really enjoyed the feeling of me in her mouth, perhaps even as much as Thilli. Once my cock was good and wet, she moved up my body, letting her large breasts hang and touch me, then sat on my lap.

My cock was lying stiff against my lower abdomen and Lossia sat right on it. I could feel the warmth and wetness of her sweet opening as she rubbed it along my full length with a sultry smile. I reached up and squeezed her breasts, then let my hands trail down to her large nipples.

“Are you ready?” Lossia asked.

I answered with what was possibly the biggest smile of my entire life.

Lossia lifted her hips a few inches off of me, then reached between her legs and took hold of my cock. She lined it up with herself and sat down on it, closing her eyes and moaning softly as I entered her. She worked her hips up and down in slow movements until I was fully inside her and she was seated on my lap.

I moved my hands from her huge breasts, down her sides, around her round hips, and grabbed firmly onto that perfect bottom of her. I pushed my hips up, bottoming out inside her.

Lossia sucked her breath in through clenched teeth and winced for a moment, then nodded. Using my grip on her sweet ass, I slowly pushed myself in and out of her, making sure to go slowly.

“Oh, by the gods that feels amazing,” Lossia said. She leaned down and took my face in both of her hands and kissed me while I kept slowly pumping my cock in and out of her wet pussy.

Lossia pushed her bottom against me and held it there, so I stopped thrusting. She trembled in my hands for a moment, then worked her hips up and down herself. I let her take over, relishing the sensation of being inside her.

This woman was perfect in every way. And she was on top of me.

After only a short time, Lossia rose up off of me. She reached between her thighs again and shifted my cock backwards, until the head was pushing against her tight little asshole. Closing her eyes, she sank down on it and it slipped back. She tried again and it slipped forwards, nearly plunging back into her pussy. Her ass was so tight that getting inside it was proving to be difficult.

She took a deep breath and tried again, and this time I was rewarded with the feeling of the crown of my cock entering her backside. Once the head was in she paused and took another deep breath before continuing. This time she slid halfway down my length, wincing as she got to the thickest part of my shaft. I helped her by pushing my hips up slightly, and I slid all the way in.

Her sudden yelp immediately turned into a moan and she straightened up, sitting back so I could get deeper inside her. Using my grip on her ass, I pulled her thick cheeks apart and pushed my hips up, burying every millimeter of my cock deep inside her voluptuous bottom.

“That is so incredible,” Lossia breathed. She worked her hips in small circles while keeping me all the way inside her.

I bent my knees to support her, and she finally leaned forwards. Her lips met mine and fireworks exploded in my head, lava rushed through my veins. I pulled my dick halfway out and pushed it back in and she moaned loudly into my mouth, temporarily breaking our kiss.

I squeezed her ass and she shoved her tongue deep in my mouth. I responded by shoving my cock deep in her ass. I thrust in and out, slow but deep strokes. She continued kissing me deeply, almost sloppily. Her hands went to my head and she held me tightly, only breaking our kiss when she needed to catch her breath.

“Fuck my ass good and hard, Andrew,” Lossia said breathily, punctuating her words with another kiss. “Give it to me. I’m ready.” She bent back down and kissed me.

With my hands on her plump bottom, I picked up my pace. I began thrusting in and out of her tight backdoor faster and faster until I was really pounding her. My hips struck her backside, sending waves through her ass and thighs. She moaned into my mouth, refusing to break our deep kiss and I squeezed her ass harder.

She reached back with both hands and grabbed onto her own bottom, spreading her ass cheeks apart. I moved my hands up to her huge tits and squeezed them, then pinched and rubbed her nipples. Lossia’s loud moans reverberated throughout the room, echoing off the walls and rising with each thrust.

With as tight as her ass was, I wasn’t able to last very long. I moved my hands to her narrow waist and held her tightly, sliding her up and down the full length of my cock until my entire body tensed.

“Yes!” Lossia cried out when she realized I was reaching orgasm. “Do it! Cum inside me, Andrew!”

I rammed my hips upwards as I exploded inside her ass. Thick streams of sperm gushed from the head of my cock again and again, filling her up. My body shook as I came, and Lossia began working her hips back and forth to help drain me.

Lossia crashed forwards against my chest, showering me with kisses the moment I finished cumming. She heaped so many kisses and words of affection on me that I couldn’t get a word in edgewise.

I was still buried deep within her ass, although my erection was fading. Realizing this, Lossia straightened up and sat back against my thighs so I couldn’t fall out of her. Her face had the look of pure ecstasy, and one of her hands trailed down to her clitoris, which she began to rub in small circles.

“That was amazing, Andrew,” she said, closing her eyes as she rubbed herself.

I finally went soft, but Lossia’s ass was like a vice and kept me inside. I couldn’t help but notice how soaking wet her pussy was, especially with her rubbing her clitoris. I slid my hand forwards and gently worked my middle finger inside her pussy, bringing a small moan from her.

We stayed that way for a while, Lossia slowly masturbating while I pushed my finger in and out of her. Eventually, due to Zozella’s blessing, I felt myself start to become engorged again.

Lossia noticed it as well. She opened her eyes suddenly and bit her bottom lip while watching me. Her fingers sped up, and with her other hand she pulled my finger out of her pussy and directed me to grab onto her hips.

“You know what my favorite part is?” she asked, gently moving her hips around. I was almost fully hard again.

“What’s that?” I said, entranced by her beauty.

“That I know you can do it twice,” Her full lips curved into a smile as she began riding me again.


5



When we finally finished, the rest of my wives came into the room. After a brief cleanup, we all fell asleep in our usual pile on the bed. Lossia had completely worn me out, so I slept like the dead. Nothing short of a bomb exploding could have roused me.

When I finally woke, my first thoughts were of the ruby dagger. I had set it on the top shelf of my wardrobe the day before so I knew it was safe, but it still concerned me. Ulenor had said that thing contained enough power to level a city.

I was still buried beneath beautiful women, so I carefully wiggled my way out. Thilli woke the moment I moved and she looked up at me with a warm smile. Lossia, asleep on my other shoulder, stayed asleep. Slowly, I pulled myself out from beneath her head, then crawled off the bed.

I felt full of life that morning. I wasn’t sure if it was due to all the lovemaking Lossia and I had done, or just because I had slept in a warm bed after a week of sleeping on the ground, but I felt fantastic. After making my way to the washbasin, I splashed some cool water on my face and brushed my teeth.

“Good morning,” Thilli said, yawning as she approached. “You two were up late last night.”

The rest of my wives hadn’t come to our room until Lossia and I had finished, which meant they waited for a while. We were still going until probably midnight.

“Sorry if you’re tired,” I told her. “Maybe we can take a nap today.”

Thilli reached out and took my hand, giving it a squeeze, then joined me at the washbasin to clean up.

“What’s got you up so early?” she asked.

“This,” I said, walking to my wardrobe. I opened the doors and withdrew the ruby dagger.

Thilli frowned when I showed it to her. “That is something to keep secret. I don’t think anyone here would have any ill intentions, but a simple accident with that could kill a hundred people.”

“My thoughts exactly,” I said. “I’d rather no one know about it outside of our family.”

Thilli smiled. “Our family,” she repeated. “That sounds nice.”

A yawn from the bed made us both turn and look. The other women were finally waking. Anna slept much like Thilli, so hardly a hair was out of place. Cirro pulled the sheet over her face, then curled up behind Lossia and wrapped an arm around her.

“I suppose we’re going to exercise with the soldiers this morning?” Thilli asked.

“I’m going to eat breakfast first, but yes,” I said.

“Then I’ll wait to bathe,” Thilli said.

“Four times?” Cirro asked, sounding both shocked and impressed. Lossia responded with something but I couldn’t make out her answer. They both giggled.

I looked back at Thilli and found her watching me with an eyebrow raised. I shrugged.

“Okay, breakfast time,” I said, heading towards the door. I stuck my head out and grabbed the first temple worker I saw, then asked for some food to be brought to the room. When I pulled my head back into my room, Cirro and Lossia were approaching me. Lossia walked a bit funny this morning, and I struggled not to laugh.

“Where do I sign up for my turn?” Cirro asked me. She reached out and slapped Lossia on the ass as the voluptuous woman walked to the washbasin. Cirro reached out and embraced me and I held her tightly for a moment. “What is—” She pulled back and looked at the ruby dagger stuffed behind my waistband.

“Ah, that,” I said, pulling the dagger out. Once Lossia had finished cleaning up, I beckoned her to come near.

“What is it, Andrew?” she asked as she walked closer to me.

I held out the dagger and gave it to Lossia. She turned it over in her hands, examining every side of it.

“Wow, she gets her bottom made love to four times in one night and a ruby dagger? I feel like I’m doing something wrong, here,” Cirro said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts and pouting. Everyone laughed at her joke.

“That stores magical power,” I explained. “According to Ulenor, it has enough power within it to level a city or kill an entire army. I’d rather no one outside of us know that we have it. I imagine we’ll need it when Vogrim finally attacks us, so I wanted to give it to you for safekeeping.”

“Why me?” Lossia asked.

“Because you’ve had so much magical training,” I said. “Ulenor said the danger of this was that it has so much power, the slightest misstep could mean disaster. He also said it would be incredibly hard to control. I figured you would be the safest person to give it to.”

Lossia nodded while looking over the dagger. “I’ll keep it safe. Don’t worry.”

A soft knock came at the door and Prazzi stuck her head in. Seeing us standing there, she smiled.

“Good morning, everyone. I hope you’re hungry.” She pushed the door open the rest of the way and two serving women entered the room, each holding a platter filled with food.

“Oh, my favorite,” Anna said as she grabbed a handful of grapes.

Lossia grabbed a dress from her wardrobe and pulled it on, then joined us for some breakfast. She was still walking slightly funny, but I avoided commenting on it. Instead, I just smiled at her and she smiled back.

“I guess I shouldn’t overdo it if we’re exercising soon,” Thilli said as she stuffed a piece of soft cheese into her mouth.

“Probably a good idea,” I said with a smile. “Although we’ll have enough time to let things settle.”

The five of us talked and laughed as we ate breakfast that morning. It warmed my heart, as all time spent with my wives did, and made me eager for the days when every morning would be like that. Except in our own house, of course. Perhaps we’d wash our food down with wine made from our very own vineyard, too. Now there was something to think about.

Once our food was done, we all began pulling on our clothes and getting ready for the day. Thilli drew a soft brush through her black hair one hundred times while Anna braided hers. I pulled on a fresh pair of breeches and a set of boots that I had left in my wardrobe, along with a new shirt.

“See you around lunch time?” Anna asked as she laced up the front of her blouse. I nodded and she walked up to me and kissed me. Since Thilli stood next to me, she reached out and hugged the taller woman.

“Do you think you can spare some more time this afternoon for our home?” Lossia asked.

“Probably,” I said. “If not today, then tomorrow.”

“I suppose you know what’s coming this evening,” Cirro asked, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Welcome home, hero. Your work isn’t done yet.” She gave me a lopsided grin and I couldn’t help but laugh. I had missed her.

“Come here, Cirro,” I said, reaching out for the beautiful woman. We embraced and I kissed the top of her head. “Let’s pick out some names tonight,” I said to her. She looked up at me and smiled, then kissed me.

Leaving those women was like tearing my arm off, but I finally said my goodbyes. Thilli agreed to meet me in the military district in about an hour. We would see Anna after lunch, but the rest of my wives I wouldn’t see until the evening. It was going to be a long day. I grabbed the elven crossbow on my way out.

I hurried down the front steps of the temple and walked down the broad street, wishing I had grabbed my cloak. The weather was definitely getting colder, enough that I should have worn a jacket. Walking briskly helped keep me warm.

Everyone knew what it meant when I was in town—at least, the women seemed to know. Sultry glances followed me around every corner, even though I was carrying the crossbow. I was tempted to pick some out myself, but decided to leave it up to my wives.

After a ten minute walk, I arrived in front of the mayor’s house. I knocked three times and waited.

“One moment,” the mayor’s voice said. Shortly after, the door opened and Mayor Beezle stood there, smiling up at me. “Andrew, it’s good to see you. Please, come in.” He stepped inside and waved me through.

When I walked into his living room, I noticed Colonel Chuleel seated in one of the chairs. He acknowledged me with a nod and little else.

“The colonel and I were just going over the city’s defenses,” Mayor Beezle said as he hurried into the room.

“I suppose I arrived at the right time, then,” I said, grabbing a nearby chair.

“Why the crossbow?” Colonel Chuleel asked.

I handed him the weapon. “Some elves tried to rob us. We killed them and took that from them.”

Both the mayor and the colonel’s eyes widened upon hearing that.

“What?” Mayor Beezle asked. “So close?”

“Please don’t tell me you’re going to drag us into a war with the elves,” Colonel Chuleel growled.

“Nothing like that,” I said, raising my hands. “As it turns out, a party of elves—some lord named Farozhin led them—were also seeking to kill Odewyn. We beat them to it, and struck up a trade deal.” The colonel almost choked upon hearing that. “But I’ll get to that in a moment. Two of them were scouting ahead and ambushed us. They probably would have killed us, but Nerras and Thilli killed them first. We took that crossbow from them and buried the bodies.”

“As much as I hate to admit it, it’s a fine weapon,” the colonel said, examining the crossbow. His eyes stopped at the stirrup at the end of the crossbow.

“That’s the modification I’ve been meaning to tell your smiths and bowyers. Instead of using those stupid cocking levers to pull the bowstring back, you just put your boot through that stirrup and pull.”

Colonel Chuleel slipped his boot through the stirrup and gave the string a test pull, then nodded with a grunt. “Damn elves, thinking of that,” he muttered. “This is a good weapon, though.”

“I got a dagger from Farozhin as well. He basically wanted me to kill Odewyn, then bring him the head so he could take credit for it. Apparently the elves had quite a large bounty on Odewyn’s head, they just hadn’t been able to kill him yet. Not for lack of trying.”

“And you did this?” the mayor asked.

I shrugged. “They outnumbered us four to one. It was either that or they probably would have killed us.”

“So are we going to war with the elves now?” Colonel Chuleel asked again. I could tell from his tone that he meant the question as a means to dig more information from me.

“No,” I said. “Hopefully never, if things go well. I’ll get to that in a minute.” I dug into my coin purse and withdrew a handful of gold coins. “Here,” I said, handing them to the mayor.

“Andrew, this is a lot of money,” Mayor Beezle said, looking at the coins glittering in his hands.

“I know,” I said. “I also know you didn’t want to reduce the education budget to pay for the city’s defenses, which I respect. I don’t know if this is enough to offset that, but maybe it can pay for a teacher or a few books or something.”

“This is for our education budget?” the mayor asked, looking up at me.

I nodded.

“We are very grateful,” Andrew,” he said. Even Colonel Chuleel looked at me with a newfound respect after that.

“So, that’s the first bit of good news,” I said, changing the subject. “I also got the amulet from Odewyn, so we’ll leave for the Drowned Lands in another week. Down there we’ll get Eldrick’s shield, which will help me slay Vogrim.”

“The way you said good news makes me think you have bad news as well,” Colonel Chuleel said, his eyes narrowing.

“Not really bad news,” I said, trying to choose my words carefully. “But it’s definitely something you aren’t going to like. If you’ll hear me out, though, I’ll explain everything.”

“Go ahead,” the colonel said cautiously.

“So, I understand how horrible the elves are. Let me start by saying that. I was also thinking that I didn’t want my children to have to grow up worrying about war with them breaking out at some point in time. And it dawned on me that the elves have never seen the goblins like this before. Strong, defending their own.”

“Yes, they have been making excellent progress on the moat,” Mayor Beezle said quietly.

“Exactly,” I said, giving him finger guns. “If a party of elves were to come into the city and see the moat, the ballistae, our organized and extremely capable military, they would take that news back to their country and word would spread like wildfire. I’m pretty sure up until now, the only thing keeping them from attacking the goblins and enslaving them again is miles and miles of dense forest in their way. Now, they’ll have the goblin military to worry about. Now, they’ll know they can’t do it.”

“So, you want to bring elves inside the city so they can see we’re capable of defending ourselves?” Colonel Chuleel asked, clarifying.

“That’s what started my train of thought, yes,” I replied. “And what better way of doing that than with a trade agreement? We send them something, they send us something in return. We both benefit, and they won’t want to screw that up because they’ll have something to lose.”

“You want us to trade with the elves?” Colonel Chuleel asked, heat rising in his voice.

I held up a hand to halt him. “Let’s use different words here. I don’t want you to trade with the elves. Rather, I see that trading with them is a good way to start building peace, so our children won’t have to worry about war.”

Mayor Beezle cleared his throat. “Andrew, I respect what you’re doing, but let me remind you that the elves enslaved us—”

“For a thousand years,” I finished. “I know, and I don’t want to take that too lightly. The nations of the world need to be united, at least somewhat, under the threat of Vogrim. Trust me, I agree that the elves are assholes. I barely know a thing about them and I hate them. But if we can bring forth a bit of peace to the land, we’ll all benefit.”

Colonel Chuleel shook his head. “I don’t like it. I see your train of thought, Andrew, and I agree it would be good to show the elves we can defend ourselves. For that matter, I’ll even agree that forming peace with the elves would be a good thing. But I still don’t like it.” He sighed. “Sometimes we must do things we don’t always like for the greater good, though. Tell us, what is this trade deal? What are we trading?”

“Wine,” I said with a grin.

“Wine?” Mayor Beezle asked, looking at the colonel.

“Wine,” I said again. “Goblins make excellent wine. Thilli’s father, General Cromar, makes the best white wine I’ve ever had. I gave that Lord Farozhin guy a few skins of it and he agreed to buy it. He said his men would be here in Gillamoor in a week to buy a few casks. So that should be about four days from now.”

Mayor Beezle shook his head while Colonel Chuleel grumbled angrily. “Elves in Gillamoor. I don’t like it one bit. Tell me, what are they trading in return?”

“Oh, for now they’re just buying the wine,” I said. “I figured you could overcharge them and put the money towards our defenses. That should free up more money for education.”

Mayor Beezle looked at me for a moment, then broke out into laughter. “Oh, Andrew,” he said. “I don’t know if this is the best idea or the worst idea I’ve ever heard. But it’s something.”

“So, the elves are going to buy General Cromar’s wine,” Colonel Chuleel said, rubbing his chin. He shook his head at the ridiculousness of it all. “And they’re going to be here, in the city?”

I nodded. “Farozhin assured me his men would be on their best behavior. I figure we can use the opportunity for a show of arms. Have all our archers around the main gate when they enter, so it looks like we have hundreds, thousands of them. More soldiers in their dress uniforms can walk up and down the street, enough that the elves can’t miss them. We’ll make them think the goblins have become a military people, with soldiers everywhere.”

Colonel Chuleel frowned. “As I said, I hate it. But it’s a good idea. So, they’re coming all this way just for some of General Cromar’s wine?”

I paused. “That’s the other thing,” I began. “I was wondering if you would agree to sell some of yours, as well.”

Colonel Chuleel’s face grew dark. “You want me to sell my wine to elven whoresons?”

“No,” I said quickly before the man drew his belt knife. “I want you to overcharge the elven whoresons for your wine, which is a special wine only made once—but if they really like it we’ll reluctantly agree to make it again at twice the price.”

He looked confused for a moment. “Is this all just to take their money?”

“It’s to build peace,” I said. “However, if we can take their money in the process, all the better. I imagine five years from now we’ll have an established road that leads to the elven kingdom and goods will travel both ways. The elves will have too much to lose if they harm us, so they’ll stay peaceful. Probably still assholes, but peaceful.” I thought of the ruby dagger, and of my growing magical strength. “And if worst comes to worst, we’ll be able to handle them.”

“You’ve given me a lot to think on, Andrew,” Colonel Chuleel said. “And much of it quite unpleasant. And to think, I was just starting to like you.” His eyes glittered like dark gems. He did not look happy, not in the slightest. “We will allow this trade agreement for now.”

“Yes, I suppose,” Mayor Beezle said. He sounded about as unhappy as the colonel, but he also understood it was for a greater good. “Since you’ve already ruined the mood, do you have anything else you’d like to tell us?”
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Ishifted in my chair. It was comfortable, but just slightly too small for me.

“Actually, yes,” I said. “I’m going to be doing another uniform inspection tomorrow, and I expect to see a marked improvement. After that we’ll have one more, and I’d like you to be there, Colonel. The men should see their commanding officer, and how sharp his uniform looks.”

Colonel Chuleel grumbled. “That’s a good idea. I’ll make sure my jacket is in order tonight.”

“I can give you a helping hand to make sure everything is perfect,” I told him.

His eyebrows lowered. “I don’t need any help, Andrew. I’m pretty sure I know how to put ribbons and medals on a jacket.”

“Of course,” I said smoothly. “But it always helps to have a second set of eyes on everything. And that’s the kind of environment I’m trying to foster here; one in which soldiers help each other with everything. No one does anything alone. We’re stronger together.”

He grumbled at me again. “Sometimes I hate it when you have good ideas.” He ran his fingers through his short hair, which was peppered with gray strands here and there. “Right, you can check my uniform before the inspection. And I suppose I’ll check yours as well.”

I nodded. “Perfect. I think you’ll be pleased with how your soldiers look.”

Colonel Chuleel frowned for a moment. “Do you expect me to inspect every soldier?”

“No, no,” I said, shaking my head. “Your platoon leaders will have that done before you even show up. When you arrive, you’ll select a few random platoons from different companies and inspect them.”

I felt strange explaining this sort of thing to someone with the rank of colonel. How the goblins had promoted people in the past was something unknown to me, but I was working to establish rules and regulations that would clarify that from now on. I imagine the colonel had been selected for the position and had served at that rank for most of his career, instead of working his way up.

“Well, that’s it for today,” I said, standing up. “I’ll try to bring some more good news to make up for this. It’ll all be for the better, though, I promise.”

“We trust you, Andrew,” Mayor Beezle said. “As I said, we’ll give this a try. The elves get one chance. One and one only.”

“Hopefully, that’s all we need,” I said, standing up. “Gentlemen, it’s been a pleasure. Colonel, I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

He grumbled again, but stood and shook my hand. “Thank you for your help with all this, Andrew.”

“Of course,” I said, bowing slightly. “You two have a good day.”

“Oh, Andrew?” the colonel asked. I turned around. “How is Nerras doing?”

I detected the tiniest hint of anticipation in his voice, almost eagerness. It was so subtle I almost missed it.

“I’ll put it this way,” I said. “He’s not fully healed yet, but he’s staying in a large tent with two women and they’re both satisfied.”

Colonel Chuleel nodded and a smile spread across his face.

“It’s nice to know there’s hope,” the mayor said. “Gives a man something to look forward to. I’ll have to tell the missus about—”

“No,” I said, cutting him off. “No one can know about this. It would cause a panic as half the city suddenly fled to the woods, and that’s something Vogrim would certainly pick up on. He would just shift his poison rain to wherever we were staying. If you can hold out a bit longer, this will all be done.”

Mayor Beezle nodded his head soberly. “I suppose it will have to suffice for now to simply know that there is hope.”

With that, I left the mayor’s house. The streets bustled with activity at this time in the morning, so I wove through a crowd of people as I made my way across the city. Through the dense downtown I walked, past the market district, and eventually found myself in the military district.

A few minutes after I arrived there I found Thilli, leaning against the corner of a building waiting on me. She gave me a warm smile when she saw me approaching.

“I hope you haven’t been waiting for me very long,” I said.

“Only a few minutes,” Thilli said. She reached out and looped her arm through mine, and we walked together.

When we reached the training area, I was greeted by Captain Muller. The wolf-eyed man saluted me sharply and I returned the gesture.

“Are you ready for this, Andrew?” he asked in an excited voice.

“Yeah, let’s get it done with,” I said. “Thilli is going to join us for today’s workout.”

Captain Muller blinked. “Is she taking the test as well?”

“Test?”

The officer nodded. “We have a physical fitness test today, remember? Pushups, situps, pullups, and a mile run.”

“Oh, of course,” I said, trying to hide the fact that I had forgotten. “I meant Thilli will be helping us encourage the soldiers, and grade them.” She gave me an odd look.

“Always nice to have one of the Mothers here,” Captain Muller said, bowing his head to Thilli.

Thilli gave him a warm smile. “It’s always nice to be here, Captain. I enjoy seeing our city grow in strength. I’m ready when you men are.”

Together, we walked onto the training field, where men were warming up. Some of them flapped their arms, some of them stretched, and a few did pushups slowly to warm their muscles.

“Alright, soldiers,” Captain Muller called out. The men immediately stopped moving and paid attention, which was good to see. “Line up behind your respective platoon leaders. Let’s get this started.”

Without stopwatches, I had opted for a simple test. Each soldier had to complete fifty pushups and situps, and ten pullups. After a brief rest, the mile run would start. I could probably have Ulenor use his hourglass spell, but I figured this standard would be sufficient for the time being.

The three platoon leaders all stood in front of me, spaced about ten feet apart with their backs to me. Their platoon members rushed forwards and lined up in front of their leaders.

“Get ready,” Captain Muller called out. The soldier at the front of each line dropped down onto their hands and knees.

“Begin,” he said.

The soldiers immediately began pumping out pushups. Without realizing I was doing it, I silently counted each rep, urging them on inside my head. I wanted them all to do well.

The soldiers in the second and third platoon lines didn’t slow until nearly forty, which was good. The first platoon soldier began struggling when he was only halfway to his goal. He breathed hard, then performed one or two more, then rested again.

“Private Joor, you had better find some strength deep inside you,” his platoon leader growled. “Because this is absolutely fucking unacceptable. One would think with all the pushups you do on a daily basis you’d be stronger.”

Man, that platoon leader reminded me of some guys I knew back in the army. Real hardasses, but they were good at training soldiers. Nothing slipped by them. I was surprised to find such a gruff man in the goblin military, but I was grateful just the same.

“I’m sorry, sir,” Private Joor said between heaving breaths. He dropped down and did a few more, then rested again.

“Push!” the platoon leader shouted after a few seconds. Captain Muller opened his mouth to say something, but I touched his hand and halted him. He looked at me and I simply nodded, as if to say don’t interrupt. Private Joor needed the extra motivation.

The other two soldiers had finished, but Private Joor was stuck on thirty-nine. He huffed and puffed and his whole body shook. His platoon leader shouted again, and he dropped down for one more pushup. His face turned dark with strain, but he managed to make it to forty.

“Okay, you’re done,” the platoon leader said. He stood up, then reached down and offered Private Joor a hand. “You need a lot of work, Private Joor, but that was a good, honest effort. Next time you’ll meet the standard.” His tone made it clear that wasn’t optional. He pulled the younger soldier up and sent him to the staging area for situps. “Next!” he shouted.

“Do they have to yell?” Thilli asked as we walked to the side, closer to where the situps would be performed.

“In some cases it actually helps,” I explained. “If everyone was gentle and talked softly, Private Joor probably would have stopped at thirty. But his platoon leader yelling at him, riling him up, made him dig down within himself to find some extra strength. There’s a sort of balance; too much yelling and you’re just an asshole, but the right amount can get people to push themselves harder.”

“I suppose there will be a lot of yelling in battle,” Thilli said, looking across the field.

“Exactly. So now they’re getting used to it and they know not to take it personally. It’s just their leader trying to push them harder.”

We turned and watched as the soldiers continued their test. Overall they did better than I expected, with just over half of them meeting the standard. Once all the sergeants and privates were done, the platoon leaders took their turn.

“Alright, lieutenants, let’s show the soldiers what the standard looks like,” Captain Muller said. He knelt by the first platoon leader and told him to begin.

The man pumped his arms, performing the pushups quickly. He hit fifty in no time, then to my surprise kept going and did ten more, only slowing a little.

“Good job, Lieutenant Vee,” Captain Muller said. “Lieutenant Druuf, ready.”

I watched and noticed that the other two offers also did sixty. I assumed that was something Captain Muller had told them to do, but kept my mouth shut. I would ask him about it later. Either way, them exceeding the standard was a good thing.

As soon as they were done, the soldiers lined up by their platoon leaders for situps. This was performed much like my days back in the army, except I had the goblins doing crunches instead of full situps. It was a lot easier on the lower back, that way. Most of the soldiers met the standard this time. Private Joor even managed to crank out fifty, which earned him the praise of his buddies. The lieutenants once again did sixty instead of fifty. The other soldiers had noticed this and looked on with approval.

“You want to get in there and give it a try?” I asked Thilli.

She looked at me and rolled her eyes.

“Listen up, archers,” I said “Pullups are the most important exercise for you. Strengthening your back will help you pull those bow strings back. We’re having some heavier bows made, so you’re going to need the strength. Take these seriously.”

Three steel poles had been set between four timbers. The goblin soldiers lined up and began performing the exercise. Pullups weren’t the easiest thing, so I didn’t expect much and I wasn’t disappointed. Only a few soldiers were able to meet the standard.

“Why don’t you give it a try, mister motivational speech?” Thilli said.

I noticed she spoke just loud enough that other soldiers could hear her. Sure enough, several soldiers looked up expectantly.

“Thanks,” I said to her wryly. “But I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to remind them of my strength. It helps when people believe in their hero, right?”

She fluttered her eyelashes at me innocently. “You’re welcome,” she whispered loudly.

I strode up to the nearest pullup bar and reached up, gripping it firmly. It was of a height that I had to bend my knees to keep my feet off the ground. I took a deep breath and began.

The repetitions came almost effortlessly. I had always been pretty good at pullups, but with my newfound strength this was something new. My chin cleared the bar time and time again.

“Ten!” Captain Muller called out.

I kept going, not even slowing.

“Twenty!” he called out.

I finally slowed, but my strength was still there. I had plenty more in me.

“Thirty!” Captain Muller called out, along with half of the soldiers in the company.

Now things were really getting difficult. My strength finally ran out, and I held myself there and rested for a moment. After that, I was able to get two more reps, then set my feet on the ground and stopped.

“Thirty four!” Captain Muller shouted. A collective cheer rose from the soldiers.

“Nice job, Andrew,” Thilli said, stepping up next to me. “You want to try your hand at running as well?”

I laughed. “No thanks,” I said, shaking the tiredness from my arms. “I’ll let them worry about that.

The run was pretty much a disaster. The soldiers heaved and struggled to finish the mile run. Of course, they had just finished other exercises so they were tired, and furthermore they were running in boots, but I had still expected better.

As the soldiers ran in a loop around the outer edge of the training field, Thilli and I shouted encouragement and cheered them on. Most of the soldiers had to slow to a walk several times during their run; only a few finished in a respectable amount of time.

“This is terrible,” Captain Muller said. “I expected better than this. I did this same circuit early this morning and finished everything.”

“They’ll get there,” I said to him. “Together, we’ll train them and they’ll improve.”

Once all the soldiers were done, they formed in a loose half-circle around me and Thilli. Captain Muller stood there as well.

“Listen up, soldiers,” I called out. “This was your first real physical fitness test. I won’t sugar coat it for you; most of you did poorly. But that’s okay. Now we have a baseline. Now you know where you need to improve. Work hard, get plenty of rest, and we’ll run this same test again in about a month. I expect everyone to improve.”

“Thank you for stopping by, Andrew,” Captain Muller said, saluting me.

“I wouldn’t miss it for anything,” I replied, returning his salute.
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“Ican’t believe I completely forgot about the fitness test,” I said as we walked away. That was unlike me to forget something so important, but I had to remind myself that my attention was split between multiple life-changing situations. I was bound to forget a few things.

Thilli laughed and slipped her hand in mine. “To be honest, I’m just glad I’m not a sweaty mess. I don’t mind exercise, but I wasn’t looking forward to being gross.”

We walked, hand-in-hand, back to the temple. It was about lunch time, so we decided to eat there instead of heading to the market.

The temple staff greeted us with smiles as we entered the large building. Several people sat on pews inside, and a small family knelt in front of the statue of Zozella.

Looking at the statue, I was reminded of what she had told me earlier. Selemis was aware of the help she had been giving me, so she wouldn’t be able to do that any longer. Apparently Selemis, the most powerful deity in the pantheon, was quite a stickler for rules when it came to other gods interacting with people.

“What are you thinking about?” Thilli asked, looking up at me.

I looked down at Thilli, with her flawless face and raven-black hair. At her high cheekbones, slender neck, and perfect skin. She was the stuff of dreams.

“Just thinking about how much I love you,” I told her quietly, smiling as I spoke.

She smiled back, and I saw her blush before she quickly turned away. Thilli walked straight towards a member of the temple staff and asked something, to which the worker smiled and nodded. When she hurried away, Thilli continued to the door to our room. I followed her, and we went inside.

“They’ll bring us some lunch right away,” Thilli said, undoing her leather vest. “And some hot water for a bath.” She walked to her wardrobe and hung her vest up, then turned back to me. Her shirt was just snug enough to show the outline of her full breasts, and I caught a hint of her nipples peeking through the soft material. The breeches she wore offered a splendid view of her magnificent hips and ass; I had been staring at them every chance I got.

I suddenly found myself overwhelmed with desire for her. When she walked back to me I held out my arms and she walked into them. We stayed that way until the servants brought our food, just holding each other tightly. I kissed the top of her head and breathed in her scent; she would probably complain that she needed a bath, but she smelled wonderful. The faint scent of flowers still lingered in her hair from the last time she washed it, and she just smelled like her.

“Are you smelling me?” Thilli asked, looking up at me.

“Yeah,” I replied, grinning. “I can’t help it, I like how you smell.”

“Weirdo,” Thilli said, pushing me away. With a smile, she grabbed me by the shirt and yanked me back to her. We kissed, then walked over to the small table in the room, upon which the servants had left a platter of food.

Lunch today was a hearty stew with tiny loafs of crusty bread. To be honest, I wasn’t much of a stew person; buffalo wings and a cold beer was more in line with my tastes. The goblin people knew their way around food, though, so I was quickly becoming a convert. This stew looked to have some form of poultry in it, along with those tiny white beans I had seen Nerras use and a handful of wild herbs. It went well with the bread, which tasted suspiciously like sourdough.

Thilli produced one of her wineskins and we washed down the stew and bread with her father’s white wine. All in all, it was a wonderful way to spend lunch.

She stood up and began unlacing her shirt while looking at the tub. “Ugh, I can’t wait to hop in the tub,” she said. She pulled her shirt off and threw it to the floor, revealing her toned stomach and firm breasts. The moment she unlaced her breeches I stood up and took a step towards her. The motion was almost subconscious; my brain just wanted to be near her.

Thilli looked at me curiously, then her eyes went down to my crotch. The bulge there was unmistakable.

“I have an idea,” I said. “Before you get clean, how about we get a little dirty?” It was a stupid line, but I didn’t care. I wanted her. I needed her.

Thilli smiled and practically leaped into my arms. We tore at each other’s clothes, hurrying to get them off. Thilli managed to break one of the laces on the front of my breeches. The moment we were naked, we both ran to the bed and leaped on it.

She rolled onto her back and spread her thighs. I was there in a heartbeat, kissing her toned stomach and working my way down to her delicious pussy. Surprising me, she reached down and pulled me up.

“No, just get inside me,” she said, excitement making the words come out in a rush.

I quickly moved on top of her and pushed against her. She was already soaking wet, so I was inside her in no time. After a few slow thrusts I was all the way inside her, so deep that my balls rested against her asshole. Thilli leaned her head back and let out a full-throated moan as I pulled out and pushed myself back in again.

Thilli grabbed me by the shoulders and pulled me down on top of her, then wrapped her legs around my waist. When she got like this I knew exactly what she wanted. I gave her long, deep strokes, not hard or fast but letting her feel every inch of me. She pulled my face down to hers and we kissed, her tongue pressing against mine.

I was going to switch positions, but Thilli held me tightly the entire time. Instead, I focused on breathing slow and steady and not cumming so damn quickly. She was hot and tight and insanely wet, a combination that made for one of the greatest things I’d ever felt.

She finally pushed me off her and practically scrambled onto her hands and knees. She backed up, pushing her ass against me eagerly. I got on my knees behind her and pushed myself inside, bottoming out immediately. Thilli winced, but when I slowed down she told me not to stop. I grabbed her by her round hips and thrust myself into her again and again, the impact making staccato noises of her moans. She backed into every thrust, and the sound of skin slapping against skin filled the room.

Wanting to be closer to her, I pushed her to the right, onto her side. She kept her right leg—the one against the bed—straight and I straddled it. Her left leg was bent and up near her chest, giving me one hell of a view of her ass. I slid forwards and entered her again, marveling at her wet tightness. In this position I always got incredibly deep, so I kept my strokes more gentle.

Bending down, I slipped a hand behind Thilli’s head and pulled her face to mine. Her body was tiny enough that I could bend over her and kiss her deeply while still thrusting my full length inside her. She reached down with a hand and grabbed onto her ass, spreading it so I could get even deeper.

I straightened up and grabbed onto her perfect bottom with both hands, squeezing it as I thrust into her. When I felt myself getting close I kept one hand on her ass and the other on her waist while I drilled myself into her. Thilli moaned, calling out my name, and I practically shouted as I came.

The feeling started deep within me and grew, all of my muscles clenching as I orgasmed. My body tightened and I sprayed semen against her cervix, squirting it in thick ropes deep inside her. If I came any harder, I probably would have passed out.

We stayed there like that for a minute, both of us breathing hard and slick with sweat. I kept myself inside her until I was fully soft, and even then I didn’t move. This was a moment I wanted to enjoy for some time.

Thilli reached up for me and we slowly turned. She moved onto her back with her thighs pulled up as far as she could, and I laid on top of her. We kissed, softly and gently, with Thilli’s legs wrapped behind my waist. She wasn’t going to let me go for a while, so I made myself comfortable.

“There’s no way I’m not pregnant now,” Thilli said, kissing me again. She looked into my eyes. “I love you so much, Andrew.”

In response I leaned down and kissed her again. She wrapped her arms around me and we held each other for quite some time, just savoring the love and passion of the moment and the feeling of our bodies pressed together.

“I know you have plenty of work to do tonight,” Thilli whispered in my ear. “But I need you first.”

We stayed like that and kissed for a while. Thilli was an incredible woman and few things made me happier than being with her. She placed her hand along my jaw and kissed me softly. I never wanted to leave.

Unfortunately, we still had things to do that day. Responsibility. It always seemed to ruin my fun.
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Once Thilli and I cleaned up, we got dressed and went back out into the city. The sun was high overhead and people filled the streets.

“I hope we’re not late,” I said as I offered Thilli my arm. She looped her arm through mine and we hurried through the crowd, though I made sure not to move too fast. My legs were a good bit longer than Thilli’s, after all.

“Well if we are, at least it was for a good reason,” Thilli said, grinning up at me.

We walked all the way to the market district and immediately went to the trees in the center. Seated there on the roots of one tree was Anna. Upon seeing us she practically leaped to her feet and hurried towards us. Her face was all smiles as she wrapped her arms around me.

Thilli reached out to hug her and Anna stopped, looking her up and down.

“Thilli, has anyone ever told you just how beautiful you are?” Anna asked, then hugged the woman just as tightly as she hugged me. She kissed Thilli on the cheek, and when she pulled away I noticed Thilli blushing.

I was certain Thilli had been complimented on her looks her entire life; green skin or not, she was easily the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. But coming from Anna, the words seemed to have a different effect.

“I missed you guys,” Anna said, reaching out and taking both of our hands.

“Sorry we’re late,” Thilli said, but Anna waved it away.

“Oh, it’s fine. Any time I’m alone with Andrew, you can expect him to be late as well,” Anna said with a wink. “We don’t have much time, but I was hoping we could go to the building site together. If we hurry, I should have enough time.”

“That sounds great,” I said.

“Come here,” Anna said to Thilli. She looped her arm through Thilli’s and the two women walked in front of me. Anna glanced over her shoulder at me and gave me a knowing smile. She knew where my attention would be focused.

And she was right. I almost tripped three times because I was so mesmerized by the swaying hips and round bottoms right in front of me. Thilli had stronger curves and a larger backside than Anna, but Anna’s body had a taught, toned quality that made my mouth water. So consumed was I with staring at my wives that our walk to Temple Gardens passed in no time.

It was hard to miss the cavernous hole in the ground where our house would eventually be built. Two wagons sat next to the giant mound of dirt and rock, and goblin men with shovels loaded the excess dirt into the backs of the wagons. Most goblins weren’t particularly strong with magic, so I assumed that was their reason for using manual labor.

“These guys could really benefit from a dump truck,” I muttered.

“Are you talking about things from your world again?” Thilli asked over her shoulder.

I smiled in return.

Anna’s brothers stood near the excavated hole along with a half dozen other men. Thin lines of dirt flew in the air as they shaped the sides and base of the hole and made them completely flat. The stream of dirt stopped and a flash of violet hair caught my eyes. Lossia. Her snug-fitting green dress made her look like something from a dream.

Anna noticed her as well, and rushed forwards to the voluptuous woman. Lossia turned towards her and they embraced tightly. They smiled at each other and kissed, softly at first, then went in for another, deeper kiss.

“Wow, Cirro has really changed her,” Thilli said, referring to Lossia. Before meeting Cirro, Lossia had never even kissed a woman.

Watching Anna and Lossia kiss, I certainly couldn’t complain. Lossia’s hand slid around and grabbed onto Anna’s firm backside and gave it a squeeze.

“Who are the new guys?” I asked as I approached.

Lossia pulled away from Anna and rushed to meet me, hugging me fiercely. We kissed each other, much in the same manner as she had kissed Anna. The amount of love and affection I received from these women was incredible.

“My brothers brought some of their friends,” Anna said, pointing to the men hard at work.

I noticed a stack of clay pipe sections next to the excavation site. Plumbing? I assumed so, although I didn’t fully understand how they would install that. On second thought, they would probably just use magic.

“I have a feeling word is going to spread about this,” Anna continued. “Everyone is going to want to help build the hero’s house.”

“I would certainly appreciate it,” I said. “Hey, where’s Cirro?” She was the only one missing from the crowd.

“She’ll be by later,” Lossia replied. “She had a few things she needed to get done, but she’s been helping.” Lossia smiled faintly at the mention of Cirro. The two were in love with each other as much as they were in love with me. It made for a big, happy family.

Anna stepped next to me and held onto my arm. “I think your house will be built in record time,” she said. “Especially considering how strong you are. At this rate, they’ll start working on the foundation by tomorrow.”

“I’ll make sure I’m here for that,” I said.

“You’ll need to be,” Lossia added. “Your strength makes this whole thing a lot easier. Men often spend a year, sometimes two or more, building their houses. I think we can get the majority of this done in a few months with your help.”

“As much as I would love to stay and help, I need to get back to the kids,” Anna said.

She wrapped her arms around my waist and hugged me tightly. Lossia, standing right in front of us, joined in our hug.

“Come on, Thilli,” I said.

Thilli laughed and wrapped her arms around the three of us. We stood that way for a bit, awkwardly holding each other, just enjoying the love and happiness of the moment.

“I love you all so much,” I said.

“Gross,” Thilli said, and I laughed.

“Come here, you.” Anna went onto her toes and kissed me softly, then kissed Lossia. The two beauties embraced each other tightly, then Anna reached out and took Thilli’s hand and gave it a squeeze. After that, the slender woman hurried away.

“Could you two possibly stare any more?” Thilli asked. Both Lossia and I had been watching Anna’s bottom as she swayed.

“Okay, let’s get some work done,” I said, taking each of their hands.

“I don’t think I’m strong enough to help much,” Thilli said, looking over at the excavation site.

“Yeah, but I love you and want to hold your hand,” I said with a smile.

Thilli blushed and squeezed my hand. Together, the three of us went closer to the building site.

The hole was no longer rough-cut, but instead had a flat bottom and straight sides. The overall shape was simple; just a large rectangle. That made things a lot easier, although part of me wished for a large round tower set at one of the corners.

This close, I noticed a large wooden ladder against the edge of the building site, leading to the bottom of the hole. More men walked on the ground, and a second pile of clay pipes were in a neat stack next to them.

“Wow, you guys are moving quickly,” I said. Years ago I had read about how some of the larger buildings in medieval times often took decades or even generations to build. While our house would be much simpler than a medieval cathedral, the fact that we were building it in months and not years was nothing short of incredible.

“Yes,” Lossia said as she went to the ladder. “And now with you here, we can make even more progress. Could you open your magical well for me?”

“Sure,” I said, readying myself. I opened myself to my magical well but didn’t draw any power into myself. Lossia reached through me and I allowed her access. As usual, she immediately drew enough power to melt the planet; at least, that’s how it felt. My skin burned and my blood boiled in my veins.

“Are you alright?” Thilli asked, holding onto my arm for support.

“Yeah,” I said, leaning on her. “This is just really intense.”

“Let’s sit down, then,” Thilli said, helping me to the ground.

We sat together, with Thilli holding my hand in hers and stroking the back of it with her other hand. Since we were seated at the edge of the hole, I was able to watch Lossia climb down the ladder. Once at the bottom she spoke with two of the men, then went to work. They directed her towards a specific area and she nodded.

Dirt practically erupted from the bottom of the excavated area like a geyser. A stream of heavy soil a foot in diameter flew into the air and joined the pile on the side of the building site, much like when she had originally dug the hole. She created a sizable pile, and after some quick mental calculations I marveled at just how deep she was drilling.

The dirt suddenly stopped, and Lossia turned to me. “Are you alright, Andrew?” she asked.

“I’m fine,” I replied.

“I’m going to use more power,” she said. “We usually don’t have the ability to do things like this, but with you I think it will be possible.” She slipped her left hand into her belt pouch and held it there.

“Just don’t kill me,” I said.

My magical power surged within me, and I felt like I had been tossed into a volcano. Next to me, Thilli wiped sweat from my brow and went back to holding my hand tightly in hers.

Lossia stared at the hole in the ground for several minutes, and I felt the power within her surge. But it wasn’t my power. It was as if Lossia herself possessed massive strength, even more than me.

“Holy shit,” one of Anna’s brothers said. They backed away from the hole in the ground, as did Lossia.

Moments later dirt rose from the hole again, widening it until it was large enough to swallow a horse. I blinked as tiny pieces of stone, like gravel, rose in a thick stream from the hole. Lossia directed the gravel to cover the entire bottom of the hole several inches deep, then went back to concentrating on that tunnel she had drilled so deep.

A massive stone block suddenly rose from the hole and positioned itself along the outer edge of the excavation, on top of the gravel. That thing was huge, and had to weigh at least a ton. Was I really that strong? Another stone followed it, then another.

The stones were granite, and cut perfectly flat on every side. After a moment I realized Lossia was carving the stones from the bedrock, then raising them into place. How the hell did she do that? I tried to follow the flows of magic, but they were far too complex for me to understand.

Magic surged within her once again, and more stone blocks rose from the ground. Once the final piece of stone was set into place, she slowly turned in a circle, studying her work.

“Stone footers,” I said, and Thilli looked over at me. “Those huge stones will hold the weight of the walls,” I explained. “That’s why they’re so large. They have to be. The only other way to do that would be to mine the stones from a quarry, then bring them in on a cart, which would take a long time. This probably saved us months of hard work.”

“What about those tiny stones?” Thilli asked.

“That’s for drainage,” I said. “I don’t know how cold it gets here in the winter, but if it’s cold enough the water in the ground can freeze and shift an entire house. That layer of gravel keeps it from moving.”

Thilli nodded as I explained. “You know a lot for a guy that doesn’t know how to build a house.”

I laughed. “I know a few things, I’ve just never done them before. Ugh,” I said as Lossia pulled more magic from me.

I closed my eyes and swayed, and Thilli held onto my shoulder to keep me from falling over. Lossia reduced the amount of magic she pulled from me, for which I was grateful. More stone blocks rose from the hole, but these were much smaller, roughly the size of concrete blocks. She didn’t position these as she had the footers, but instead created a neat stack of blocks.

The magic being pulled from me felt like my blood was being drained. I began to worry that she was doing too much and I opened my mouth to call out to her, but she suddenly stopped and released her hold on my magical well. Lossia stumbled, then collapsed onto the gravel floor. I passed out seconds later.
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When I woke up some time later, I was lying on my side next to a small fire. Lossia had been positioned next to me and her soft body pressed against mine. The sun was still up, though it had sunk near the horizon.

“How long was I out?” I asked, stifling a jaw-cracking yawn.

“About two hours,” one of Anna’s brother’s said. All of the men were seated around the fire, chatting idly. “I’m Marcus, by the way.”

“Thorny,” another goblin said, seated next to him. They both bore the same dark blue hair and facial features as Anna. The whole family was attractive, which bode well for however many children I had with Anna.

“Deka,” one of their friends said, and the rest of the goblin men went through a quick round of introductions.

“Dalt,” another said with a quick wave.

“Virgil.”

“Ace.”

“Bookers.”

“Dav,” said the last man.

“Good to meet you all,” I said. “And thanks for the help. I really couldn’t do this without you.”

“Thanks for saving our city,” Marcus said with a shrug.

Lossia stirred at the sound of our voices and slowly opened her eyes. She looked up at me and smiled, then looked around at her surroundings.

“Good morning, sunshine,” I said to her. She rolled her eyes.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve worked hard enough to do that,” she said, sitting up with a grunt. She rubbed her eyes for a moment, then turned back to me. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I was put through a ringer,” I replied. “Hey, where did all that power come from? I didn’t realize you were so strong.”

“I’m not,” Lossia said, holding my gaze. It took me a moment to realize what she was saying.

The ruby dagger.

I opened my mouth to tell her she couldn’t use it that way, but she cut me off.

“If there’s ever a situation where it will be needed, I’m the one you’ve entrusted to use it. And I needed to test it, to make sure I could handle that amount of power. Besides,” she added with a smile. “It really helped speed things along.”

Some of the goblin men looked like they were going to ask what we were talking about, so I hurriedly changed the subject.

“So, what’s next with the house?” I asked.

“Well, Lossia kind of messed with our schedule, so we’ll have to start collecting timbers early,” Dalt said, then bowed his head slightly at Lossia. “No offense, Mother. We appreciate the help, we just have to adjust.”

“Tomorrow I think we can finish the foundation,” Virgil added. “If you’re here to help, we might be able to get the basement walls done as well. It’s hard to say how quickly we can go. No one has ever seen a house go up this quickly before, not even with magic.”

“Let’s just keep it to my magic from now on,” I said quietly to Lossia. “That’s too dangerous to use on things like this.”

She frowned slightly, but nodded.

“I’m assuming you’ll need help with the logs?” I asked.

“You’re doing all the work,” Deka said with a grin. “We’re just helping you.”

One of the other men—I had already forgotten his name—pointed at Marcus and Thorny. “Their sister and the Mother here have the whole thing planned out. Makes things go smoothly”

“Just let me know when and where you need me and we’ll be there,” I said. I suddenly looked around. “Where did Thilli go?”

Marcus spoke up again. “She mentioned something about needing to talk to her father over the talking glass and convince him to send more wine.”

I winced. That wouldn’t be an easy conversation.

“We should get going,” Lossia said. “You have lots of work to do tonight.”

I stifled a groan. Not that I wasn’t excited to be with a bunch of women later, but today had already been a long, tiring day. Impregnating more women tonight was going to take the last of my strength.

“Yeah, I suppose it’s time to head out,” I said, pushing myself to my feet. I reached down and offered Lossia a hand and pulled her up.

Together we walked through the city, gradually making our way back towards the temple. I was low on energy and knew that wouldn’t improve until I finally laid my head down for sleep, so we walked at a leisurely pace.

Once back at the temple, we went straight to our room. Prazzi promised to have a servant bring some food, but to my surprise Lossia told me she would be back later.

“You aren’t staying to join in the festivities?” I asked. Last time, Lossia had played around with half the women I slept with.

But she shook her head. “Cirro and I are spending some time together tonight. It would be fun to be there with you, but I think tonight we just want to have some quiet time with each other.”

I smiled. Our family was one filled with love for each other.

“I’ll see you afterwards though, right?” I asked.

“Of course, Andrew,” Lossia said, hugging me tightly. “And let’s make love again tomorrow morning. I’ve been really wanting to do that again.”

I bent down and lifted her chin up, then kissed her softly. Afterwards, Lossia wrapped her arms around me and leaned her head against my chest.

Leaving that beautiful woman was hard, but after a few minutes we kissed again and then pulled apart. My eyes followed her incredible figure as she went to the door. That snug-fitting dress left little to the imagination. Except modesty, perhaps.

After Lossia opened the door, she turned and looked at me over her shoulder. “I’ll send them in shortly,” she said with a smile. She shook her hips at me with a wink, then left.

A serving girl brought a platter of food a few moments later. I immediately recognized her as the redhead I had convinced Prazzi to hire a couple weeks ago. The woman had only been here because her family pushed her to; she wasn’t ready for parenthood, nor did she have any interest in it. Her cheeks colored faintly as she smiled at me.

“Things are going well?” I asked. I didn’t want to draw any attention to her family’s hardships, but I still wanted to check on her. To let her know that someone cared.

“Yes,” she said quickly. I could tell she was embarrassed. “Thank you, by the way.” She walked up to me and stretched onto her tiptoes, brushing a soft kiss onto my lips, then hugged me tightly. I wrapped my arms around her, feeling her slender young body against me, and struggled not to get an erection.

The young woman hurried away and I smiled to myself. It felt good to have helped someone like that.

I ate in silence, trying to organize in my head all the things I still needed to accomplish. Gillamoor needed a strong defense, and we were running out of time. Several elves would be here in a matter of days and I wanted to make sure we radiated strength to them. And then I had to work on my house and a dozen other things in the meantime.

A knock came at the door and my thoughts fled. For that I was grateful; right now I had much more important things to do than worry.

“Come in,” I called out as I stood. I hurried to the wash basin as the door opened. I heard the women enter, but I concerned myself with washing my face and brushing my teeth first. Once I was done, I turned to see what tonight’s delights would be.

Seven women stood before me, giggling as they arranged themselves in a line. It took me a few seconds to realize their hair represented all the colors of the rainbow: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet. Their bodies were also varied, for which I was grateful. The woman with the orange hair was a bit on the chubby side, with wide hips and a round bottom but a small chest, and the blue-haired woman was slender and fit.

I opened my mouth to wonder aloud where I should start, but the red-haired woman stepped forward, making the decision for me. She had small, petite features with the exception of full lips. Her hair was the color of blood, and her eyes were golden yellow. The only other goblin I had seen with eyes that color had been Captain Muller. I didn’t want to ask her if they were related; I figured in this instance, ignorance was bliss.

“Shall we?” she asked, reaching out for me.

With a grin, I took her hand and led her to the bed. I hurriedly unlaced my breeches while she pulled at the laces on my shirt. I was naked and ready in no time. She wore a dress that was thin enough to let her perky nipples peek through. I helped her pull it over her head and she cast it to the floor.

We jumped onto the bed and she practically tackled me, her lips against mine, her hands going straight for my crotch. She grabbed onto my manhood with both hands, eagerly stroking me.

“I can’t wait,” she said excitedly, lying on her back. She pulled her legs back, still holding onto my johnson, and tried to guide it inside her.

“Hold on,” I said, spitting on my fingertips. I wiped my saliva on the head of my member, then let her go back to rubbing it against her.

She was as eager as she was hot and wet. With my first push I was halfway in her, and my second one had me bottoming out. The red-haired woman was very vocal, moaning loudly and shouting “yes!” the entire time.

She pulled my face down to her chest and I busied myself with licking and sucking on her dark green nipples while thrusting deep inside her. I placed my hands behind her knees and pushed her legs back as far as they would go, then began a slow, deep rhythm.

She let out a loud moan each time I went all the way in, and urged me to go deeper and harder. I didn’t want to hurt the tiny woman, especially with her legs spread like, so I gave her a medium pounding.

Her fingers went to her clitoris and she began vigorously rubbing it in small circles. Her other hand reached up and pulled me down to kiss her. I could tell from the way she breathed—heavy and shallow—that she wasn’t going to last long. Fortunately, neither was I.

The redhead’s stomach muscles clenched and she exhaled in a rush, which built into a loud moan as she orgasmed. That sent me over the top, and suddenly I was blasting my seed deep inside her, right against her cervix. I gripped her tiny waist and thrust deeply into her, over and over until I rolled over and collapsed next to her.

“That was incredible,” she said, breathing hard. She leaned over and kissed me on the cheek, then cuddled against my shoulder and hummed to herself.

I stayed with her for a few minutes while I caught my breath. She was a stranger to me, yet we had just shared an incredibly intimate moment, and for that I was grateful. I reached over and slid my arm beneath her neck, then hugged her tightly to me. She giggled and wrapped an arm across my chest, holding me back.

“Thank you,” I told her. Rumor had probably spread about me thanking the women after sleeping with them, but I didn’t care. They gave me the most precious gifts they had—their bodies and their trust. I tried to appreciate and respect that in my treatment of them.

Of course, sometimes appreciating them meant ensuring they orgasmed. Once the redhead left, I pointed to the orange haired woman and the yellow. “You two are next,” I said with a grin. “You can decide between yourselves which one rides my cock and which one rides my face first.”
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Ihad fun with the women that night. After the threesome, I made sure to ask each woman how she wanted it and if she had any preferences.

The green-haired woman had a body like a high school cheerleader and liked it gentle. At least, she said she did; I had a strong notion she was a virgin and was scared of being hurt by my larger size. I took it easy with her and let her ride me so she could control the speed and depth. After a few minutes of slow lovemaking, she was slamming her bottom on my lap, riding me so hard I was halfway afraid she was going to break my dick.

After her came the blue-haired woman. She was a slender woman and was pretty basic, so we just stuck with missionary position. Not that there was anything wrong with that; our bodies lined up perfectly and we kissed the entire time. It felt very passionate and intimate, which we both appreciated.

The indigo-haired woman—at least that’s what I assumed it was supposed to be, her hair was really just dark blue—was a virgin and wanted to try every position possible. I made sure to take care with her and go easy, but she rode on top of me, both cowgirl and reverse cowgirl, then she rolled over on her back and let me pound her. After a few minutes of that she flopped over on her stomach and I entered her, my pelvis slapping against her taut backside while she laid on the bed, resting her chin on the backs of her hands.

“Let’s try this,” she said, rising up to all fours.

I happily obliged her and thrust inside her while gripping her hips. She moaned and bit her bottom lip while backing against me, so I stopped thrusting for a moment and knelt there, letting her do the work. Once she noticed what I was doing, she worked her hips back and forth, taking all of me with each move.

We ultimately finished that way, with her slapping her ass against me surprisingly hard once she heard me reach orgasm. When we finished, she laid her head on my chest and cuddled with me for a moment.

“So, how was your first time?” I asked.

She sighed. “I have a feeling every time after this will pale in comparison.”

“You’re welcome,” I said with a laugh.

And that left the violet-haired woman. She had waited patiently the entire time for me to get to her, seated on a small chair in the room. I went to the bathtub and grabbed a washrag, then cleaned myself up.

“Sorry to make you wait,” I said.

“It’s okay. I didn’t mind,” she replied with a smile.

I walked over to the small table next to her, upon which a glass decanter held white wine. Several silver goblets were next to it.

“Wine?” I asked her.

“Please,” she replied.

I poured a measure of wine into two goblets and handed her one. She accepted with a gracious smile and tried a sip.

“Oh wow,” she said, trying it again. “This is amazing.”

I tried some of the wine in my hand. It was Thilli’s father’s wine, so it was indeed delicious. And having it from a silver goblet was much better than a musty old wine skin.

“This wine is going to bring peace between us and the elves,” I said without thinking. She looked at me quizzically and I waved my hand. “Nevermind. Let’s focus on more pleasant things.”

“How are you able to do it so many times in one evening?” she asked, taking another sip from her goblet.

I smiled. “Zozella blessed me. Without that, I don’t think I’d be able to do a third of this.”

“Is that all she blessed you with?” the violet-haired woman asked me over the rim of her goblet.

“She made me pretty strong,” I said, looking down at my flexed arm. My muscles bulged; I wasn’t full-on Arnold levels of jacked, but I definitely looked like I had spent the last few years in the gym.

“I’m Keenee, by the way,” she said as she set her empty goblet back on the small table. She looked me up and down in a peculiar manner. “How strong are you?”

Keenee stood up and ran her hand down the low neckline of her thin dress. She hesitated for a moment, then grabbed her dress and pulled it over her head.

Her body was hard and toned, with a surprising amount of muscle. Strong shoulders, well-defined abs, and thick thighs made for an impressive figure. Her breasts were on the small side, but perky.

“What do you think?” she asked, slowly spinning in a circle. Her back was absolutely jacked, and her ass was big and round, but solid muscle.

“How did you get so muscular?” I asked. My eyes were glued to her small yet fit figure.

“My father is a blacksmith,” she replied, taking a slow, seductive step closer to me. “I’ve wanted to follow in his footsteps ever since I was a little girl, but he told me that was silly. Girls can’t be blacksmiths, he would tell me. Women aren’t strong enough. So starting when I was ten years old, every single day I would take his biggest hammer and lift it every way I could think of. Once I got stronger, I began lifting his anvils from the ground. The smaller ones, of course.”

“Impressive,” I said, my eyes tracing up her legs. She saw me looking and flexed her thigh with a giggle.

“So, like I said,” Keenee asked again as she walked up to me. She was just short of my collarbones. “Just how strong are you?”

She reached up with both arms as if pulling me down for a kiss, but pulled herself up instead. My hands immediately went to her firm, round ass to hold her against me.

“I like strong men,” Keenee said, kissing me.

Holding this beautiful athlete against me had a predictable result. I became hard in seconds, and the tip of my shaft poked against her bottom. She smiled against my lips and kept kissing me while gyrating her hips against me.

Keenee broke our kiss and looked me in the eyes for a moment. She brought her fingers to her mouth and licked them, then reached down and wiped them against her nether regions. Leaning over slightly, she grabbed onto the tip of my cock and rubbed it against her wet opening.

Since I was holding her up, I lowered her body so she could slowly take my full length. The moment I was inside her she threw her arms around my shoulders and leaned her face against my neck while working her hips back and forth. Her legs wrapped around my waist, which thankfully took some of the work off my shoulders.

“I want to feel how strong you are,” she said, then leaned her head up to kiss me again.

With my hands firmly on her bottom, I slammed myself into her again and again. I was always concerned about hurting these women, considering most of them were only four and a half feet tall, but Keenee begged for more. I decided to really give it to her, and slammed her pussy against me repeatedly. She threw her head back and let out a long, loud moan.

An idea blossomed in my head, so I decided to run with it. While still inside her, I walked over to the bed. We continued for a few moments, then I bent forward and set her on her back on the thick comforter.

Keenee looked up at me expectantly. I teased her hairless slit with my iron-hard erection, pushing just the tip in a few times. Then, I grabbed her by her legs and flipped her onto her stomach, so that she was bent over the side of the bed. I marveled at her round, muscular ass for a moment, then slipped a foot between hers and spread her legs. I pushed back into her soaking wet pussy in a single thrust.

I grabbed her by her hips and thrust into her good and hard, and she pushed back against me each time. This wasn’t how I wanted to do things, though. After pushing myself inside her one more time, I held my body firmly against hers, then reached forwards and grabbed onto her shoulders.

She straightened with me, although she was more than a foot shorter than me so I had to pick her up so that I could stay inside her. Her back pressed against my chest and I held her there. Keenee spread her legs wide and pushed her firm ass against me. My arms were wrapped around her and I thrust up into her over and over again. It was fun, but something wasn’t quite right about this position.

One of her hands went down between her legs and she began rubbing herself. I kept one arm around her ribs, just beneath her breasts, and moved my other hand to her throat. I didn’t choke her, but gave her a gentle squeeze, just to let her know who was in charge.

Keenee redoubled her efforts, slamming her ass against me so hard I thought she was going to bruise herself. She breathed hard, her fingers flying on her love button. I wanted to last longer, to draw this out and enjoy it for a while, but I felt myself getting close.

My body tensed suddenly and Keenee’s did the same, stiffening in my arms. She suddenly exhaled heavily, bucking against me and moaning loudly. Just then, I squeezed my hand around her throat and pulled her hard onto my cock, so that I had every millimeter of it buried inside her.

Keenee’s body trembled in my hands as she orgasmed. I came at the same time, squirting thick lines of cum deep inside her. Her free hand went to mine at her throat and she held it there, ensuring I didn’t release her. I thrust my hips upward hard and fast, reveling in the feeling of her soaking wet pussy.

When it was done we both collapsed onto the bed. Keenee gasped for breath and I crawled up behind her, pulling her to me. She pushed me onto my back and straddled me, then reached between her legs and took hold of my softening cock. Lining it up with her, she sat down on it, then settled on my lap.

“I just want you inside me for a while longer,” Keenee said, then laid down upon my chest.

I bent my knees so that my thighs cradled her, then reached down and grabbed onto her firm bottom. It was tempting to give it a squeeze, but instead I just caressed it and held her. After choking a woman and thoroughly manhandling her, it was important to give her a bit of after care.

I kissed the top of her head and she looked up at me. A smile grew on her face, then she leaned forwards and kissed me, softly and tenderly. Her hands laid against my jaw, making the kiss a very intimate and gentle one. My hands slid from her ass to her back and I held her close.

“That was incredible,” Keenee said, laying her head against my shoulder. “I wish I could have something like that every night.”

“You will, one day,” I replied. “I’m going to kill Vogrim and end this curse of his. Life will go back to normal.”

She sighed. “That’s a dream worth having.” Pushing her tiny hands against my chest, she sat up and yawned. “It’s a shame you do this so late at night. I think I’d enjoy morning sex more.”

“Noted,” I told her, slapping a hand against her ass. She giggled and worked her hips in a small circle on my lap.

“Thank you for this, Andrew,” she said, leaning back down and kissing me. Our lips were still pressed together as she raised up off of me. After that, she hopped off the bed and went to fetch her dress.

“I suppose I should clean up,” I muttered, following her across the room. I grabbed a wash rag as she pulled her dress over her head.

Once I had wiped myself down, I dried off with a towel and then held my arms out to her. Keenee smiled and rushed into my arms, holding me tightly. I hugged her in return, feeling the strong muscles of her back. Her determination would take her far in life. That was something I respected. I kissed the top of her head.

“I hope to see you around,” she said as she pulled away from me.

“It’s a small city, I’m sure you will,” I said. I leaned down and we kissed again, then the beautiful violet-haired woman left.

My wives weren’t back yet, so I went back to the bed and laid down to wait on them. After only a few minutes, I had fallen into a deep sleep.
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When I woke the next morning, Cirro was on my right shoulder and Anna on my left. It caught me off guard for a moment; Thilli always slept on my right shoulder. I looked down at the beautiful woman and smiled.

Cirro felt me move and looked up, her eyes meeting mine. She smiled and kissed me on the jaw, then laid her head back on my shoulder. “I told Thilli she couldn’t hog you all the time,” Cirro said.

I chuckled and squeezed her. My sassy girl.

On my other side, Anna yawned and rolled against me, not wanting to wake. I kissed her on the forehead and she nuzzled against me.

“Sorry ladies, but I need to get up,” I told them quietly. They grumbled a few curses with my name in them and finally allowed me to rise. Thilli and Lossia began to wake as well.

I went over to my washbasin and scrubbed my teeth and washed my face. Today was an important day, so I wanted to ensure I was clean. On that note, I opened my door and found the nearest temple worker and requested some fresh bath water.

When I went back to my room, my wives were climbing off the bed. Cirro walked straight for me, while the rest of the women went to clean up. All of them were fully nude.

“Good morning, Andrew,” Cirro asked as she hugged me.

“I’m sorry we didn’t go over baby names last night,” I said.

“It’s okay,” she replied. “We have time.” She reached around and slapped me on the ass. “First, we need to take care of something.” She took me by the hand and pulled me to the bed.

As usual, my eyes went straight to her ass. Cirro was somewhere between Thilli and Lossia in build, slender but with healthy curves that made my mouth water. I reached out and slapped my hand on her round bottom with a grin. She jumped and smiled at me over her shoulder. We both hurried to the bed.

“It’s been too long since we’ve made love,” Cirro said, reaching out for me as I reached the bed. She rolled onto her back and spread her shapely thighs and pulled me in for a deep kiss.

Cirro kissed like she meant it. Her tongue pushed against mine while I reached down and took hold of my shaft, rubbing the tip against her wet slit. She wrapped her legs around my waist and used them to pull me closer to her and I pushed my cock inside her. With a bright smile on her face, she threw her head back and moaned in sheer bliss.

While she was a sexual woman, I had never before seen her this eager for me, nor had I seen her enjoy it this much. She was practically on fire, and when she wasn’t kissing me, she shouted her pleasure to the walls and pulled me in deeper with her legs.

As I was thrusting into her, I positioned her legs so that my shoulders were pushing them back near her head, which really opened her up for deeper penetration. I reached down with my right hand, sliding it along her side, around her luscious hip, and reached beneath her. I grabbed a handful of ass and gave it a hefty squeeze, which she loved.

I loved having Cirro on top—she had the perfect figure for it, with enough hips to grab onto and large breasts that she loved to thrust in my face—but we didn’t get that far. She was so turned on that just watching her helped push me over the edge, and in no time I was cumming deep inside her.

Cirro slid her legs off of my shoulders and wrapped them and her arms around me, pulling me close to her. She showered my face with kisses and I rolled to the side, bringing her with me. Once I was lying on my back, she nuzzled her head beneath my chin and sighed happily.

“What brought that on?” I asked. “Not that I don’t appreciate it, of course.”

“I just love you, Andrew,” she replied. “I think it’s important we make love often. It helps keep us close in here,” she touched her chest, right above her heart.

“Well, you won’t get any complaints from me,” I said.

We climbed off the bed and walked across the room, hand-in-hand, to the washbasin.

“Did you leave any for the rest of us?” Thilli asked with a smirk.

“A little,” Cirro responded. She turned to me and spoke more quietly. “Though I do look forward to the days when you can dedicate all your time to us.”

“Soon, my love,” I said, taking her hand in mine.

“So, what’s on today’s schedule?” Anna asked.

“I’d like to finish the foundation of our house today,” Lossia said. “We can get a little bit of work done ourselves, but with you there it really speeds along.”

“I’ll make sure I stop by later this morning. We have a uniform inspection first thing this morning,” I said, smiling at Thilli. “I assume you’ll be attending?”

“I might as well,” she said. “I mean, I’m with you for all the rest of that stuff.”

“‘That stuff’ is called strict discipline,” I said. “And it’s going to help us survive.”

“Making sure their uniforms are tidy is strict discipline?” Cirro asked.

I shook my head. “Holding every soldier to a standard involves strict discipline,” I explained. “And that standard involves physical fitness, combat readiness, and their appearance. Everyone must meet it, no excuses, no exceptions.”

“Well,” Cirro said, giving me a grin. “I’m glad you’re not my boss.”

Thilli grabbed her clothes from her wardrobe and began pulling them on. “I suppose I might as well look my best,” she said.

Fortunately, my jacket was perfect. It barely had anything on it—two ribbons and a gold braid around each cuff—but I had ensured they were precisely placed. Getting ready was easy. My boots were still in good shape from the last inspection—I had a second pair made just for this sort of thing. Keeping a uniform ready meant I was prepared in no time.

I watched as Thilli pulled her snug-fitting breeches over her round bottom. Her blouse was short enough that it didn’t require tucking in, and her vest accentuated her narrow waist and full chest. Once she was dressed, she took hold of her long, black hair and began braiding it.

“I need to get to the children,” Anna said as she stepped into her skirt. “Today is a very math-intensive day, so I expect I’ll be there late.”

“Let me know if you need any help,” Cirro said.

“I will,” Anna replied with a smile.

“Oh, our wine trade should begin tomorrow,” I said to Lossia. The moment the words left my tongue I silently cursed myself. Fortunately, none of the women reacted. Lossia’s nod was perhaps a bit tight-lipped, but that was in.

“My father agreed to send more wine,” Thilli said as she pulled her boots on. “When I explained to him that it would give us an opportunity to show off our new defenses, he saw the value in it. A few casks of wine to an enemy is a small price to pay to show that enemy we’re prepared to defend ourselves.”

“Sounds like we’re all busy today,” I said, shrugging into my jacket. I fastened the four buttons on the front of the jacket, then nodded to Thilli. “I’m ready when you are.”

The other three women came forward to hug me but I had to stop them short. I had to be careful they didn’t wrinkle my jacket. We all kissed, and then Thilli and I left the room.

“Uniform inspection,” Thilli said as if tasting the words. “I have a feeling it’s going to be incredibly boring.” She reached out and slipped her hand in mine as we walked across the city and towards the military district.

“Yep,” I said. “It will be. But that’s part of the inspection as well, I suppose. The soldiers know they have to stand there, unmoving, until it’s done. If they move around or talk or scratch their ass, they’ll get in trouble.”

Thilli gave me an odd look. “How exactly does this help?”

I smiled. It probably seemed strange to an outsider, but as a man that had been through dozens of inspections like this, and as a leader that had helped his own soldiers through them, I understood them.

“Think about it. No one wants to just stand in place for half an hour. That takes a bit of mental fortitude, it takes a man telling himself not to move around. It seems like a small thing, but it helps. Also, I’ll be asking them questions to see if they’ve learned our new standards and regulations.”

“Yeah, this sounds horrible,” Thilli said with a laugh. “I don’t think I’m made for this sort of thing.”

I continued my explanation. “When I see a soldier that did well on his physical fitness test, whose uniform is put together neatly, and who knows his general orders, I see a soldier that’s ready to defend this city. If a soldier is out of shape, doesn’t work on his uniform, and doesn’t take the time to learn the standards, I see someone that’s probably not trustworthy.” I avoided telling her that when I was in the army, that person would often be called a shitbag, among other things.

“It makes sense when you put it that way,” Thilli said. “We’ve always been a peaceful people, you know. The archers on top of our walls are more for show than anything else. They can shoot, but just the sight of dozens of archers has always been enough to keep the city safe.”

“But now we have Vogrim to worry about,” I said. “Although at least soon we shouldn’t have to worry so much about the elves. And, if that goes well, I’ll do the same thing with the orcs.”

Thilli’s lip curled at the mention of the orcs.

“Yeah, I know, I know,” I said. “But Holmar has to deal with those guys all the time. That leaves them unable to defend against a possible attack from Vogrim. Making even a tentative peace with the orcs means we can focus on Vogrim if needed.”

“Politics,” Thilli said. “I never liked politics. My father used to say the one thing he disliked about being the highest ranking officer in the goblin army was that he didn’t even feel like a soldier. He felt more like a politician.”

“Politics often aren’t fun,” I told her. “Back in my world they were often a nightmare. But it’s important that we, as decent people, get involved. Because if we don’t, you run the risk of corrupt people doing it instead, and you don’t want that. Trust me.”

We entered the military compound and a young soldier that had been leaning against the wall perked up when he noticed us. He took a few steps towards us and motioned for us to follow.

“Good morning sir, Mother,” he said, giving us each a slight bow. “Captain Muller sent me to escort you. If you’ll follow me, please.”

“Ready?” I asked Thilli.

“Sure. I’m ready,” she said with a smile. “Let’s see how good they look.”
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The young man led us to a field where the soldiers of Captain Muller’s company stood about, chatting with each other. Upon seeing us approach, the three platoon leaders all ordered their soldiers to form up.

“I guess just stand here,” I said to Thilli, pausing in front of the company. “That way you’ll get a great view of the entire event. It’s pretty exciting, you know.”

She rolled her eyes at me but stood in front of the company with her hands neatly clasped. While she wasn’t in any type of uniform, not a single thread was out of place. Having her stand there just felt right.

I waited a moment for Captain Muller to take accountability, then stepped forwards. He saluted me.

“All present,” he said.

“Excellent,” I said, returning his salute. I looked closely at his uniform, trying to find any mistakes. “Your uniform looks great, captain,” I told him. “Let’s get this done.”

Together we walked to third platoon—since first platoon had gone first last time, I figured switching it up would be fair.

“Alright, men,” Captain Muller said as we approached. “One of the Mothers of a New Age is watching us, so you’d better not embarrass your unit in front of her.”

Several young soldiers shifted nervously at that. Thilli crossed her arms beneath her breasts and watched them, a stern expression on her beautiful face.

The platoon leader’s uniform looked great, as did the first squad leader’s. So far, we were off to a good start. As we worked our way through the platoon, I noticed that while the soldiers didn’t look perfect—truth be told, some of them didn’t look great at all—most of them looked better. That was a good sign and reflected well on the leadership.

“What is your first general order?” I asked a young archer.

He paused for a moment, his eyes searching as if he could find the answer printed in front of him. “Um. I will guard everything in my post—”

“Within the limits of my post,” I corrected.

He nodded. “I will guard everything within the limits of my post and quit my post only when properly relieved.” He finished in a rush, grateful to have gotten it correct.

Yes, I had stolen the three general orders directly from the army. They were good orders, so I felt no shame. Plus, if the soldiers ever felt truly lost, they could always think on their general orders and have an idea of what to do.

“Very good,” I said, stepping to the next soldier. His uniform looked decent, so I decided to question him as well. “What does your first general order mean?” I asked.

He looked up at me for a moment. “Sir…. I will guard everything within—”

“No,” I said, cutting him off. “What does it mean? How do you interpret it? How does that order affect your shift when you’re standing on top of the wall?”

He thought on that for a few seconds, then looked back up at me. “Sir, it means…. It means I need to pay attention on top of that wall. And if it’s time for me to go home but my relief doesn’t show up, I am to stay there and protect the city until someone does show up.”

“Very good, soldier,” I told him, then moved onto the next person in line.

While our first uniform inspection had resulted in roughly half of the company doing pushups behind the formation, this time only a few soldiers got that treatment. Private Joor struggled with both his uniform and his general orders, but at least I saw improvement. That was the most important thing; I didn’t expect perfection, I just expected a genuine effort at improvement. We would get there, with proper training.

“This was a big improvement,” I said to Captain Muller as we walked back to the front of the formation. I turned control of the company back over to him, then took a few steps back.

Captain Muller ordered the platoon leaders to conduct their daily training, then dismissed the company.

The level of professionalism I saw also impressed me. This was new to these men, so I was glad to see them putting in effort. Even Private Joor.

“I think that was one of the most boring things I’ve ever witnessed,” Thilli said as I joined her. “But having seen it, I understand why you do it. If those men put so much time into their uniform and memorizing those orders you kept asking them, it’s likely that they’ll take pride in them.”

“Exactly,” I said. “And we need them looking sharp for tomorrow when our friends arrive.” Thilli’s frown said she knew who those friends were. I offered her my arm. “Shall we?”

She looped her arm through mine and smiled. “Where to?”

I led her away from the military district as we talked. “We need to check out where the trade will take place tomorrow. I want it to look a certain way, so I need to see it so I can properly visualize it. Then, we’ll discuss my plan with the mayor.”

“How do you think it will go?” Thilli asked.

“The trade?” I took a deep breath and pictured it in my head. The elves, staring down their noses at everyone, refusing to show how much they liked the wine. “I think it will go well, but I also think the elves will be assholes the entire time. As long as we greet them with strength, everything should be fine.”

“You really do believe this will create peace, don’t you?” Thilli asked. Her eyes were like pools of uncertainty.

I nodded. “I believe this is the first step towards peace with a nation of evil people, yes,” I said. “No matter what happens, it’ll be a learning experience. Plus, we’ll make some money.”

“I’m glad you can be so optimistic about it,” Thilli said.

We stopped by a small bakery and I purchased a few meat pies for us. We ate them as we continued walking.

Together, we entered a small park that took up much of a large intersection. When the elven traders came through the gate to the city and continued straight down that main street, this would be the first park they reached. I figured it was appropriate to put it there. No chance for them to get lost.

A large tree grew in the center of the park, and we walked to it. It was large enough to provide shade, should the sun be too bright. I felt it was the perfect spot.

“So, we’ll have everything set up here,” I said, pointing near the tree. I looked around the intersection and spotted a large inn. “Is that place any good?” I asked Thilli.

“Newman Inn? They make excellent bread,” she replied. “My father stays there sometimes when he travels here.”

“I don’t anticipate they’ll want to spend a night in the city, but if they do then we’ll point them there,” I said. “And we’ll fill the first floor with soldiers so the elves won’t get any smart ideas.” I looked around the park. “In fact, this entire area will be teeming with soldiers.”

In my head, the elves looked nervously about as a platoon of goblin soldiers marched by in perfect sync with spears held against their shoulders at a precise angle. Healers cast spells in the area, whether helping plants to grow or creating sparkles in the air to make children laugh, anything to show their magical potential.

“I’ll have to find the time to be here,” I said. An idea blossomed in my head and I decided I had to go with it.

“You sound oddly excited,” Thilli said.

I didn’t quite want to admit it, but I was excited. Putting bullies in their place was always fun, and doing it with an army that I helped train was going to be highly satisfying. I couldn’t wait.

“I think I have the gist of this in my head,” I said after a moment. “Enough to work with, at least. We’ll have this set up in twenty minutes tomorrow; we don’t need to spend much time here. Come on. Let’s go work on our house.”

I took Thilli’s hand and pulled her in the direction of Temple Gardens. After a moment she released my hand and looped her arm through mine. My hands were quite a bit larger than hers, so that was simply easier than holding hands most of the time. More comfortable, too.

While we walked I explained my plan for the elves. It was simple and to the point. As I explained to her, the best plans were often the ones that were hardest to mess up. We only needed a few simple things with the elves for the whole thing to be perfect.

The giant mound of dirt made our plot of land easy to pick out from quite a distance. It was a large piece of land for being within a walled city—probably a quarter of an acre or a tiny bit more. I had a sneaking suspicion the mayor had actually given me two or three plots together and was just calling it one. Either way, I was grateful.

Anna’s brothers and their friends stood next to a large wagon, into which they loaded the dirt, which had to be taken out of the city. I had been told that a rock quarry was nearby, so I would eventually be going there to help them cut stones for our house. A small pile of stone blocks was next to the dirt mounds, although not nearly as much as we would need.

Lossia stood next to a small fire in a dark purple dress that highlighted her violet hair. It was a snug-fitting dress, which I had come to expect of her, and she looked as regal as any queen. As soon as we approached, Lossia embraced both Thilli and me.

“So, what are we doing today?” I asked.

“We’ve been able to install the pipes for the plumbing, thank the gods,” Lossia said. “With this many people here, it wasn’t too hard. We’re getting to the point where we need to start building the walls.” The look she gave him said they were all eager for me to do my part.

“We were able to set all the stones of the foundation,” Marcus said as he approached. “Like the Mother said, we’re going to need to start on the walls now. Bringing them up from beneath the ground again isn’t that feasible—we can use your strength to a greater degree in the quarry, although we have to bring them in via horse.” He gave a slight nod to Lossia to ensure she knew he meant nothing negative by his comment. Her smile said she took no offense.

“Sounds like you guys have been productive,” I said.

“They’ve been wonderful,” Lossia said with a smile at Marcus. “These young men are all so eager to help. We’re way ahead of schedule, to be honest. I don’t think there’s a lot to do today other than moving dirt. We don’t want to start on the walls until we have more stone here.”

“Then moving dirt it is,” I said, and walked to the pile of excavating soil.

Two large wagons were parked next to the pile, so I approached them and opened myself up to my magical well. Using the method Lossia had shown me, I forced a stream of dirt to flow directly into first one wagon, then the other. With practice, I was getting more skilled at it. The two wagons were completely filled in only a few minutes.

“Impressive,” Thilli said, walking up behind me. “You’re really picking this up quickly.”

“Ulenor said that might happen,” I replied. “He’s never done this before—the potion of magical essence and whatnot.”

Thilli pursed her lips and nodded. Many people were aware that a hundred goblins had given their lives in order to grant me the ability to use magic. I just wanted to make sure their sacrifice was respected; I worked hard every time I used magic to grow in strength and honor their memory.

Thilli left me and walked to the rough wooden table that stood nearby. Hand-drawn blueprints—although I suppose they weren’t called blueprints here, but I didn’t know what other word to use for them—lay in a pile on the table.

After a moment, I followed Thilli to the table. She spoke with Lossia at great length about the layout of the house; they seemed to agree on most parts. Thilli was adamant that the kitchen be positioned so that it received maximal morning sun.

“I’m going to let you ladies finish up here,” I said. “Right now, I can probably be of greater use helping to dig the moat, especially now that I know better how to move dirt.” I gave Lossia a grateful look for having taught me that.

“You’re probably right,” Lossia said. “As much as I’d love to have you here, the city comes first.” She took a step towards me and kissed me. “I love you, honey.”

Thilli reached out and took my hand, then gave it a squeeze. She was too intent on the house plans to give me more than half of her attention.

“I’ll see you both tonight,” I said.
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Ihurried through the streets of Gillamoor with a light heart. My wives and I were building a house with the help of some new friends, and the place was going to be beautiful. The house plans had several sketches of the exterior and I had caught a glimpse. My wives had done well in choosing the design.

My path took me back to the temple, where I changed out of my military jacket and into a simple blue one. I decided to grab a matching cloak as well, since the weather was rather cool. After that, I went back on the street and set off for the gate.

It dawned on me that I didn’t get much alone time these days—I was always with my wives, the soldiers, or impregnating goblin women. I certainly wasn’t complaining; life was great. Better than ever, in fact. But it was nice to have only my thoughts for company.

Everything was going as planned; our house was being built in record time, the local military was adapting to my changes and improving every day—even Private Joor!—and the city’s fortifications were progressing nicely. I didn’t think the ballistae would be ready until after the trade with the elves, but enough of the moat would be complete to show them a strong front.

That was another thing that concerned me; the elves. It was a sensitive topic, and for good reason. No one should be forced to cooperate with the very people that enslaved them. However, in the interest of peace some of the animosity had to be tempered. And while I was certainly no expert at politics, especially international politics, I really did believe this new wine trade would be the beginnings of a new era of peace.

A tiny sliver of me hoped the elves would try to attack, so we could destroy them. Few things were better than watching a bully get taken down. But I had my future children to think about, and war was not in their best interest. In this world, the only ones that would benefit from war would be the vultures.

As I approached the main gate of the city, I looked up and smiled. The archers atop the wall and gatehouse wore their loose-fitting gray jackets that I had commissioned. The subdued coloring blended in nicely with the stone of the city. The soldiers stood with their backs straight, keeping a watch over the city. Several of them noticed me approaching and raised their hands in greeting. I waved back.

The gates themselves, made from heavy timbers and banded thickly with iron, had been completely repaired since the Battle of Gillamoor. In fact, there was no sign the attack had even happened.

The gates stood wide open, so I strolled through to check on the progress outside. Near the gate, the moat had been largely completed. Off to my right, men, horses, and wagons stood far off in the distance, hard at work. I decided to join them.

The moats were surprisingly large—probably ten feet deep and twice as wide in most areas. That would make for one hell of a barrier, should anyone try to attack the city.

I knelt next to the huge trench and felt the soil. It had a heavy, damp quality to it that reminded me of clay. Perfect. If the soil was mostly clay here, that would help maintain the water levels of the moat.

While thinking about water levels, something else suddenly occurred to me: the small stream that ran through part of the city. While the water could be used to fill the moat over time, it would eventually have to be modified so that it avoided the city entirely. People wouldn’t like that, but it was a necessity. A stream entering the city was a vulnerability. I made a mental note to bring it up later.

After maybe ten minutes of walking, I finally came to the group of goblin men working on the moat. I watched them for a few minutes and determined they used magic much in the way Lossia had to remove the dirt, just at a much slower pace. Once in piles, the excavated dirt was loaded into wagons and hauled away. Half a dozen wagons stood nearby, with men loading them with shovels. I was going to ask why they didn’t use magic for that, but they were probably saving their strength to dig the moat itself.

“Hey there,” I said to a nearby man who looked to be overseeing the work. I offered him my hand. “I’d love to help, if you’ll have me.”

The short man turned, and his stern face brightened upon seeing me. Both his hair and eyes were golden yellow.

“Andrew, what a pleasant surprise!” he said, returning my handshake. “I’m Braz, in charge of this project of yours. We would be grateful for the help. I’m sure the men wouldn’t mind a break.” Behind him, several of the men grunted in agreement.

Project of mine? Well, I suppose I had been the one to suggest it.

The workers all took a step back to give me space. All of the men looked exhausted. Digging a moat this size wasn’t easy, even with magic.

“These men are all very strong with earth magic, but they’re wearing themselves thin,” Braz explained. “We’ve all heard about how powerful you are. If you could take over some of this, it would be a big help.” Again, several men grunted in agreement.

I found myself grateful that Lossia had taught me how to move earth quickly. That was the exact tool I needed for this.

I took a few steps closer as the goblin workers moved out of the way. After opening myself to my magical well, I pulled a moderate amount of power into myself and paused. Looking around, I took note of where the excess dirt was, and tried my best to understand the layout, distance from the wall, and every other metric that needed to be taken into consideration.

Just as Lossia had taught me, I pulled the soil from the ground in a thick stream, digging a trench ten feet deep. The excavated dirt flew into a quickly growing pile twenty feet away as I worked. It wasn’t particularly difficult to move dirt like this, but I had a long way to go; circling the city would probably require another mile’s worth of digging. There was no way I could do that in a day, so my best bet was to pace myself.

I resisted the urge to pull more power into myself and try to complete it as quickly as possible, and instead forced myself to work at a more reasonable pace. I continued piling dirt to the side, much to the joy of the goblin workers. Several of them exclaimed how fast I got it done.

“If we had three of you, we’d finish this in two days!” Braz exclaimed. “As is, your help puts us well ahead of schedule. This is great, truly great.”

Working at a moderate pace, I made good progress. After half an hour, I had probably extended the moat by five hundred feet. I took a moment to pause and look back upon my work with a smile. Seeing such progress solidified my desire to help my city; ultimately, this was more important than my house. Lossia, Anna’s brothers, and their friends would have to manage the house for a few days while I focused on the moat.

Once I felt myself growing tired, I stopped digging. No need to work myself until I passed out. That would help no one.

The goblin workers took over, working together to move the soil and dig the moat. Their progress was much slower than mine, but it gave me time to rest and recover. I wasn’t particularly tired, but the two meat pies I had eaten earlier sat cozily in my stomach, so I decided to try for a power nap.

“Wake me in about twenty minutes,” I said to Braz. He nodded and went back to supervising the workers, not that they needed it.

The ground was mostly covered with low grass in this area. I removed my jacket and folded it up into some semblance of a pillow, then used my cloak to block the overhead sun from my eyes. I wasn’t exhausted, but I had the tiredness of doing a good day’s hard work, so I was out in minutes.

When Braz woke me twenty minutes later, I felt surprisingly refreshed. Maybe there was something to those power naps after all.

That was something I was beginning to understand more about; magical exhaustion was more acute than the exhaustion I would feel if I ran a few miles. It also went away much faster. After that short nap, I felt ready to work again.

“Alright, gentlemen,” I said as I walked over to the goblin workers. They hadn’t made much progress during my nap—certainly more than men with shovels, but they were much weaker than I was with magic. “Let me take another shot at it.”

The workers immediately stopped and moved out of the way, once again grateful for my assistance. After pulling heavily from my magical well, I began extending the moat. While working with more magic would speed up my progress, I wanted to see if it was worth the extra fatigue.

A column of dirt as thick as a man geysered into the air and formed into neat piles twenty feet away. I moved the soil quickly, excavating in a back-and-forth pattern, walking as I worked. It dawned on me that if I could maintain that pace, I could finish the moat in one day—hell, in a few hours tops. I knew I didn’t have the strength to do that, but that wouldn’t stop me from trying.

I wiped sweat from my forehead and continued, determined to get as much done as possible. The safety of my city was at stake, I reminded myself. Did I want those bastard elves to see a city with strong defense, or a half-done moat? I pushed myself, excavating dirt faster and faster.

“Have you ever seen anything like this?” one of the goblin workers behind me asked.

“This guy is stronger than three dozen people working together,” came a reply.

I shut their voices out of my head and focused on the task at hand. Dirt flew to the side at a rapid pace, the moat forming almost as fast as I could walk. I could feel my energy draining as I worked, almost like watching a gas gauge go down. Magical exhaustion was something I couldn’t allow myself to feel if I wanted to keep working, so I clenched my teeth and continued.

Without slowing or looking away, I gestured for someone to come to me. One of the goblin workers approached and I reached out and grabbed his shoulder, holding tightly so I didn’t fall. Together, we continued walking as dirt flew through the air, until the moat was halfway around the city.

“Almost there,” I said, gritting my teeth. I felt terrible, like I had passed through the gears of some hellborne machine. Every single part of my body and mind ached, but I pushed myself further.

The stream was just ahead; that small stream, barely ten feet across, that cut straight through Gillamoor. The city had been built around it, preserving the beauty of the stream and not altering it in any way. While that was admirable, from a defense standpoint it was just plain stupid.

Only a hundred feet separated me from that narrow body of water. In one afternoon I had taken the moat halfway around the city, and nothing would stop me until I got to that damn stream. Fifty feet. Twenty. Ten.

Finally, I reached the stream and shifted enough dirt to allow water to pour into the empty moat. I staggered and fell to my knees; even my grip on the man next to me couldn’t keep me on my feet. Water continued to flow at a steady pace into the moat. This wouldn’t fill it in a day, but when the elves showed up there would at least be some water in the moat. The point would be made.

“Are you alright?” the man next to me asked.

Even with my link to my magical well open, the exhaustion was too much. I crashed to the ground like a sack of rocks.

“Kinda tired of this happening,” I said, and passed out.


14



Iexpected to wake a few hours later on the grass, groggy and feeling like hell but ready to get back to work—whatever work that may be. That didn’t happen. Not even remotely.

Something heavy pressed on both of my shoulders, holding me against the soft ground. Wait a minute, why was the ground so soft? And why did something smell like—was that lavender?

I slowly peeled my eyes open, but my eyelids felt like weights were attached to them. Holy shit, I was tired. The weights on my shoulders turned out to be the heads of Cirro and Anna, each lying on me. We were in bed, in the temple.

“What time is it?” I asked. My voice came out hoarse.

“Are you finally awake?” Lossia asked. Both Cirro and Anna stirred. Well, Anna stirred. Cirro mumbled something about wanting to stay asleep. She wasn’t big on mornings in general.

“Good morning,” Anna said sleepily. She kissed me on the cheek, then rolled onto her back.

“Morning?” I asked. “What happened?”

I had to wait several minutes for my answer. My wives mumbled and groaned as they woke, and Thilli shot me an annoyed look.

“You scared us half to death, that’s what happened,” she said. After rubbing her eyes for a moment, she continued. “You shouldn’t take risks like that, Andrew.”

“Risks like what?” I asked.

“Fine, I’ll get up,” Cirro grumbled, and slid off my other shoulder.

I sat up in bed and stifled a jaw-cracking yawn behind my hand. My stomach rumbled loudly. Had I slept the rest of the afternoon, all the way to the next morning? If I had slept so long, why did I feel like utter garbage?

“You pushed yourself too hard, Andrew,” Lossia said. “Pushing yourself some can help you grow more quickly in strength—something you’ve been doing since you first used magic. But pushing yourself as much as you did yesterday is dangerous. You could have burned the ability to use magic right out of you, or worse. You could have died.”

“Yesterday?” I said, rubbing my head. “Holy shit. Why do I feel so bad?”

“Did you hear what I said?” Lossia asked. For the first time since I had met her, she sounded upset. “You can’t do things like that, Andrew. Our survival depends on you. Had you died, where would that leave us?”

“You would certainly have trouble finding another boyfriend like me,” I said, trying to interject some humor into the conversation.

Thilli punched me in the shoulder.

“Okay, I’m sorry,” I said, raising my hands to fend them off. Even Anna looked annoyed with me. Cirro, my lovely Cirro, was finally waking up and wrapped her arms around me.

“I love you,” she mumbled, sounding half awake. I put an arm around her.

Lossia took a deep breath. “Look, this is one thing I am very knowledgeable about. I was trained by the best magic users in the nation, remember? So trust me when I say if you push yourself that hard, you risk losing your magic ability or worse.”

I shook my head and rubbed my eyes. “So, when will I start feeling better? I feel oddly hungover right now.”

“Probably tomorrow,” Lossia said. “But if you pushed things this far, it’s important that you avoid using any magic for any reason. That will just increase your chances of not recovering properly.”

That wasn’t the answer I wanted to hear. Things still needed to be done, like my house and the moat. I couldn’t afford such a break.

“Oh, shit,” I said as I suddenly remembered something. “The elves are coming today.”

All four of my wives gave me hard looks upon hearing that, but Lossia spoke up again.

“Yes they are, but Thilli and I already arranged everything yesterday evening. As soon as we get ready—thankfully, you didn’t sleep in too late—we’ll be heading over there to take care of it.”

“I’m going with you,” I said. “No, don’t give me that look, I’m going. This is important and I need to be there.”

“Fine,” Lossia said as she slid off our bed. “But no magic.”

The rest of us followed. Thilli asked some temple workers to supply us with hot baths, and they immediately entered the room, emptied the tub, and began filling it with fresh water.

I crawled off the bed, pressing a hand to my head. My head felt worse than any hangover I had ever experienced, even back when I was in the army. Note to self, take it easy for a while.

“What can I do to heal more quickly?” I asked. “Or, to make this stampede in my head go away?”

Lossia, halfway to the bathtub, turned to me and shrugged. “You can rest. From what I understand, you should be better tomorrow as long as you don’t try to use any magic today.”

I frowned. That moat still needed to be finished, but it would have to wait. Still, I decided to check on the moat later in the morning to see how it was progressing. That was an important step that had to be completed, plus I wanted to speak with Braz about a drawbridge.

As soon as the servants finished drawing a fresh bath, two more of them entered with silver trays piled high with food. My stomach rumbled at the smell, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten since lunchtime the day before. I began stuffing my face with fresh-baked bread, grapes, and bits of hard cheese. Goblins really seemed to like cheese, I noticed. Meat, not so much. That was probably related to the element of pacifism in their culture.

Servants came in shortly after to refresh the bathtub water for each of my wives, and again for myself. I couldn’t help but think about how inefficient that was, and how much water was wasted. Perhaps we could fill the moat with old bath water? Probably not, but at least I was thinking.

“So, what’s on the agenda for today?” Cirro asked as she gave me a tight hug.

I held her for a moment, just enjoying the feeling of her body pressed against mine. She really was quite an incredible woman. All my wives were, for that matter.

I popped a grape into my mouth, then went to my wardrobe to grab some clothes. My bath would have to wait until later.

“Hey, this might sound like a weird question,” I asked Thilli, simply because she was the closest to me. “Do elves like certain colors more than others?”

She frowned, as she always did at the mention of the elves. “Green,” she said after a moment. “They wear a lot of green and other colors you’d find in nature.”

I selected a green jacket to go with my dark brown breeches.

“Trying to impress an elf?” Thilli asked, crossing her arms beneath her breasts.

“I’m just doing whatever it takes to keep the meeting peaceful,” I replied. “Even something subconscious, like wearing a color they see in a positive light.”

Thilli shook her head. “I hope this all works out like you think it will. No one is particularly happy about it, although at least those that know about it understand your reasoning.”

Something suddenly dawned on me. “Speaking of those in the know, can you head over to the military district this morning and let Captain Muller know what’s happening? Those gate guards need to know that elves are coming to trade. If they shoot them instead, that could start a war.”

“Probably something that should have been done yesterday,” Anna called out. I gave her an annoyed look and she shrugged.

“Look, I understand that no one is a fan of this,” I explained. “Really, I get it. I’m just trying to make sure our children grow up in a better world. If that means making peace with our enemies, then so be it.”

Cirro walked up to me and took my hand in hers. “It’s okay, Andrew. It’s just a difficult topic for most of us. I’m sure it will work out.”

“Thanks,” I told her, squeezing her hand. “I know they’re on their way as we speak, so I want to make sure the city is ready. Lossia, I’ll meet you in the square before the elves arrive, and I’ll be there the entire time.”

“I’ll be ready,” she said with a tense smile.

“Alright. I love y’all,” I said, then exited the room.

The whole situation was unfortunate, but I didn’t really see any comfortable way around it. The elves were our enemies, plain and simple. They had enslaved the goblins for a thousand years and done their best to erase their history during that time. No one—elf or goblin—went near the border these days, as they knew that would only result in death.

If our attention was split between the elves, the orcs, and Vogrim, we would surely fail. If I could somehow convince both the elves and orcs to join our fight against Vogrim, that would greatly increase our chances of victory. That minotaur sorcerer created some of his own troops out of captured orcs, so surely they would want to fight.

I walked past the small park where the trade was to take place. Several goblin men worked to finish setting up a large wooden table, upon which a rack was being installed. It looked like the casks of wine would go there. A wagon stood off to the side, with four casks of wine in the back and several wooden crates; I assumed the crates held bottles packed in straw. Those would be Colonel Chuleel’s wine.

People milled about as expected; this was one of the busier parts of the city, after all. Several soldiers in their dress jackets were also in the area, just as I had planned. All looked to be going well.

To my surprise, Ulenor approached me from across the park. He still walked with a limp, but the old wizard looked a bit healthier than the last time I had seen him.

“Andrew, how are you, my boy?” he said as he approached.

I surprised the wizard by embracing him. He had been so helpful in getting me to where I currently was; it just felt right to show some appreciation.

“Well, I suppose I should thank you for that,” Ulenor said with a slight chuckle.

“Thanks for everything, Ulenor. I mean it,” I said.

“Yes, well…. Not to ruin the pleasant mood, but are you prepared for the elves?” His lip curled faintly when he mentioned them.

“I suppose we’re about as ready as can be,” I replied. “Lossia will be handling the transaction, although I’ll be there as well. The elves seem to prefer dealing with me than with a goblin. I’ll make them work with Lossia, but I’ll stick around in case things turn sour.”

“Things will always turn sour when elves are present,” Ulenor said with a frown. “I would count on them starting trouble.”

“Oh, I totally expect it,” I said. “And I have a plan in place to convince them that it would be a very bad idea.” I gave Ulenor a mischievous grin, and he just shook his head.

“Trouble always seems to find you. At least you know how to handle it,” the wizard said.

“That’s what I’m best at,” I told him, laughing. “Hey, I need to head out front to check on the moat and the gatehouse. When all this is done, I’d like to come talk to you about our trip to the Drowned Lands.”

Ulenor groaned. “Speaking of trouble,” he muttered. “Yes, yes, we have much to talk about, Andrew. That trip won’t be easy, not in the slightest. I expect we will need all of our wits to make it through. Is Thilli accompanying you again?”

I nodded. “I don’t think anything can keep her away. Having one more bow will come in handy, though. And with my amulet, we’ll all be safe.”

Ulenor’s frown deepened. “I hope so, Andrew. I really hope so.”
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After saying goodbye to the wizard, I hurried away, down the main street of the city and towards the gatehouse. I suppose they didn’t have a true main street; the city was roughly shaped like a wagon wheel, with streets forming the spokes. Best to say this was just one of the main streets, but the one that led to the front gate.

I had been so busy handling this trade deal with the elves that I had forgotten about the Drowned Lands. Poisonous swamps as far as the eye could see in every direction, bubbles of toxic gas bursting, to kill anyone nearby. The very air was fatal in many areas; I couldn’t even begin to imagine what sort of creatures would call that place home.

Of course, once I was done with the drowned lands, I had to travel to Holmar and deal with the orcs. Things were bad over there, and Eldrick’s sword was just to the north, deep in a mountain range crawling with monsters that followed Vogrim. It was a journey I wasn’t particularly excited about. Having been born there, Cirro would probably accompany me, so at least I had that to look forward to.

As I approached the main gate, I looked up at the gatehouse and to the wall on either side. Twice as many archers as normal stood atop the wall on this day. It was a sizable force for sure; anyone that caught a glance of four dozen archers ready to fight would know the city was well guarded.

Several of the soldiers noticed me and waved a hand in greeting. A few saluted me; I had griped enough about not wanting to be saluted, but they were insistent. I returned the salute and kept walking through the huge main gate. While they usually stood wide open, only one of the gates was open today. Perfect.

I strolled through the gate and immediately turned right. While yesterday the moat hadn’t started for a good thirty feet, today it stopped right next to the broad road that entered the city. Furthermore, the moat held water. Not a ton; the stream didn’t supply enough water to fill a huge moat like this in any reasonable amount of time. The few inches sitting in the bottom of the moat was an excellent start, though.

I walked alongside the moat with a smile, seeing how much work had been done. When I had explained this to the mayor, I had done my best to express urgency. Looking at the moat, it was clear they had taken me seriously.

My headache had subsided a bit, so I spent a few minutes briskly walking around the city. It was roughly oval in shape with the main gate being at the center of one of the longer walls. Three wagons, piled high with dirt, were leaving the area and another four were being filled from the large piles of excess dirt that were next to the moat. After around ten minutes, I arrived at the rear of the city, where the small stream entered.

The small opening in the wall where the stream used to enter the city had been filled with fresh stone. Now, the stream sent all of its water into the moat. If we were lucky, some fish would call the moat home as well, so the new body of water could provide both food and protection for the city. I had no clue if any fish lived in the stream, but it was a nice thought.

I had a brief daydream of the moat extended a hundred feet at one corner of the city, forming into some semblance of a lake. A body of water that size could hold thousands of fish.

I ran a few steps and leaped over the stream, then continued my walk around the city. Up ahead, I saw Braz supervising a dozen goblin workers. Three small streams of dirt geysered into the air and formed into neat piles on the side. They were making excellent progress; much faster than yesterday.

“Good morning, Braz,” I said as I approached the group of men.

Braz turned and his frown melted into a broad smile. “Andrew, good to see you. Here to lend a hand again? We sure could use your help, especially if you can do as much as you did yesterday.”

I raised my hands to stop him. “Actually, I can’t. I pushed myself too hard yesterday, dangerously hard. My magical advisor told me I can’t use any magic until tomorrow, and today I am to focus on healing.” I had to hold back a chuckle at calling Lossia my magical advisor.

Braz’s smile turned back into his customary frown. “A real shame, that. I convinced the mayor to send me more men, so as you can see we’re moving right along. They aren’t getting as tired, either. If you were able to help, I’d say we could finish in a day. As is, I’m hoping for a week.” He sounded quite disappointed in that timeline.

“Hey, a week is still very impressive,” I told him. “And the water is filling the moat up nicely. I think this is going to work out great.”

“I think you’re right,” Braz said, turning back to the goblin men clearing the dirt. “It’ll take twice as long to clear away all the damn dirt, but we’re getting there.”

“I also wanted to bring one more thing up to you,” I said. “We need to make this moat encircle the entire city. That includes the entrance. Back in my world, some places used what’s called a drawbridge.” I gestured with my hands to help demonstrate what I meant. “I don’t think we have time for something like that, but it’s important to connect the water on each side of the main road. I noticed clay pipes being installed in my house, so we could simply use something like that, but larger, placed beneath the road.”

Braz nodded as I spoke. “Yes, I see what you mean. That drawbridge sounds impressive. Gods be good, we’ll never need anything like that.” He turned and looked at the moat. “Maybe the stream will supply our moat with a few fish. Always enjoyed eating fish every time I visited York.”

It was like he had read my mind. I clapped the goblin man on the shoulder and smiled. “Sounds like they have the right man in charge of this project.” I offered a few more words of praise to Braz and the workers, and continued my loop around the city.

Once back around to the main gate, I had to resist the urge to use a bit of magic to start clearing the moat on the other side of the gate. Still, half a moat was better than no moat, and it would show the elves that we were hard at work fortifying our city.

I waved to the archers atop the wall as I hurried through the gate, hoping to be quick enough to avoid saluting them again. It was a silly thing, but I just didn’t like to be saluted that much. Probably because I had been a sergeant, not a commissioned officer.

The time for the trade deal was approaching, so I hurried down the street towards the park where it was to take place. It was a wide street, and the houses that lined each side were tall and beautifully built. Any visitors to the city that came down this street would see wealth and prosperity.

The park was bustling with activity as I arrived, exactly as planned. Lossia stood next to the heavy wooden table, talking with a large, muscular goblin man. After a moment, I recognized him as one of the blacksmiths in the city. Finding a big guy around here was probably difficult, so the blacksmith was the best bet.

“Hello, Andrew,” Lossia said as I approached. She gave me a warm smile and reached out to me.

I took her hand in mine and kissed the backs of her fingers as I stepped in close. “Is everything ready?” I asked.

“As ready as can be,” Lossia replied. “Thilli was able to give us two casks of wine for this trade, and she said her father is sending more. Colonel Chuleel sent several cases of bottles, assuming the elves like it.”

“Perfect,” I said.

A horn blew from the direction of the gate. Lossia and I looked at each other as goblins began moving all about the park.

“So soon?” she asked. “Did they say what time they would be arriving?”

“No, but I assumed in the morning,” I said. “An elf wouldn’t show up in a goblin city covered in dust from traveling. I imagine they camped just outside town and spent some time cleaning up this morning. Just as we’re trying to show them our best face, they’ll be doing the same.”

I stepped up to the casks, which were really just small barrels, and ran my hand over the wooden surface. They were expertly crafted, as I had come to expect from all things goblin. I found it oddly fascinating that the wooden barrels could hold liquids for years without leaking a drop.

“Goblin barrel makers are very skilled,” I said.

Lossia gave me an odd look. “Coopers?”

I gave her an odd look in return.

“That’s what you call people that make barrels,” she explained. “They’re called coopers, not barrel makers.” She stifled a laugh. “I can’t have you talking like that in front of these elven pigdogs.”

The bottles were just as flawless, and considering they were hand blown, that was quite impressive. A dozen bottles filled each case, with the voids between stuffed with straw to protect them.

Two dozen soldiers wearing their mottled gray jackets walked in a jumbled mass across the park, joking and laughing with each other. Each of them leaned a long spear against his shoulder. They continued across the park and entered a side street, where they formed into a loose gaggle and waited.

“What are they doing?” Lossia asked, watching the soldiers.

“Looking important,” I replied. “More soldiers are in the buildings around here, doing their best to look casual. And the Newman Inn is filled with officers,” I said, pointing to the nearest inn.

Lossia nodded. “I hear they make good bread.”

“I’m going to let you handle this,” I told her. “I’ll be right here just in case things get hairy.

“If they do that, I’ll just poison the wine,” Lossia said with a shrug. I suddenly remembered that her mother once threatened me with poison if I ever mistreated her daughter.

Ulenor walked across the park with a small group of children, and to my surprise, Anna. She caught me watching and smiled, then went back to herding the children. Sparks flew from Ulenor’s hands as he gestured, and the children laughed and clapped.

“I think we’re ready,” I said. “Zozella be with us.”
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Istood tall and proud next to Lossia, who looked as regal as the princess that she was. Together we probably made for an interesting pair; a voluptuous goblin woman, beautiful enough to dry your mouth, and a tall, pink-skinned man from a different world in goblin clothing, wearing a—

“Shit, I don’t have my sword,” I said, suddenly noticing its absence. It wasn’t a requirement, but I really wanted to look the part.

Lossia gave me a wry look, then bent down and picked something up from beneath the heavy table. It was wrapped in cloth, which she removed.

“I noticed you didn’t put it on this morning and decided to bring it just in case,” Lossia said, handing me my weapon. I unwrapped it and laughed.

“What would I do without you?” I asked Lossia.

“Forget your sword, apparently,” she replied with a shrug.

I fastened the sword belt over my jacket so that my sword hung on my left side and my dagger balanced it out on my right.

“Now we’re ready,” I said, smiling at Lossia. She shrugged and crossed her arms beneath her large breasts.

Together we waited. From the horn blast earlier, we knew the elves had been seen by the archers atop the tower. It would only be a matter of time until they made their way into the city.

“Is someone going to tell them where to go, or are they expected to find us on their own?” Lossia asked.

“A platoon of soldiers in their dress jackets are waiting for them at the gate, and they’ll escort the elves in. You know, to honor them, or some such nonsense,” I said. If Private Joor was among them, hopefully he had fixed his jacket and smoothed his breeches.

“An honor guard, you mean,” Lossia murmured. “They should enjoy that. I expect the elves to want us groveling at their feet when they arrive.” Her tone suggested that if they tried that, she might pull my sword and finish them off herself.

“Oh yes,” I said. “I fully expect them to be terrible in every way, just short of starting a war. My hope is that as time goes on, they’ll lose a bit of their attitude.”

“I think I see them,” Lossia said. She didn’t sound happy.

I had to squint for another thirty seconds before I saw the platoon-sized element of goblin soldiers marching towards us. Behind them, elves rode on horseback. I couldn’t see their faces from this distance, but from the way they scanned their surroundings, I just knew they were sneering at everyone and everything.

“Deep breaths,” I said quietly, as much for myself as for Lossia. “We’ll stay calm no matter what they say. The only thing that will draw a reaction out of them is if they try to harm anyone.”

Lossia gave me a surprisingly hard look, then nodded. Her hand went to her belt pouch for a moment, and I saw the distinct outline of the ruby dagger.

“You’re supposed to be keeping that safe!” I hissed.

“It is safe,” she replied. “Calm down.”

We stood there in silence, doing our best to look calm and professional, as the elves approached. The platoon of soldiers marched in four ranks, but as they drew near they split in half. Two ranks went around us to the left and two to the right. They formed back up on the opposite side of the tree under the strict direction of Lieutenant Vee. First platoon’s platoon leader was a real hardass, so their execution was flawless.

Finally, the elves approached. I quickly counted a dozen of them; ten armed with elaborately decorated swords and equally beautiful bows, and two men in heavy robes that rode unarmed. One of them was on a tall horse, and the other one drove a small wagon. Their horses were the finest stock I had ever seen, although to be fair I knew very little about horses. The elven soldiers wore armor similar to what I had seen before; thin, overlapping plates of dark boiled leather that reminded me of snake scales.

One of the robed elves rode a few steps closer before pulling his horse to a halt. He pushed his hood back and looked down at Lossia with disdain, although his eyes lingered on her form for perhaps longer than proper.

He studied me, clearly interested while still making it clear he considered me beneath him. I stood straight and met his gaze with an unblinking one of my own, the eyes of a man that had survived the Korengal Valley. The elf looked away first.

“I trust your journey into Gillamoor was smooth and uneventful,” Lossia said in perfectly measured tones that offered just the right amount of respect and not a hair more. Her curtsy was the slightest dip of her head.

“Is it true that you slayed Odewyn?” the elf asked, turning to me.

I nodded, uncertain and uncaring if he knew the entire story. “I cut his head from his neck and handed it to Lord Farozhin two days later,” I replied.

The elf grunted. “The path from Isenasera to Brovania passes near Odewyn’s territory. Slaying that cursed man absolutely made the trip less eventful.” After a slight pursing of his lips, he offered me the slightest of seated bows. “They might not know about it and they wouldn’t say it, but my people thank you.” He spoke like the words were painful to say.

“I’m Andrew Jones, from a world called Earth,” I said, then gestured next to me. “And this is Princess Lossia, one of the Mothers of a New Age, and my betrothed.”

The elf straightened in his saddle. “I am Elidyr, proud servant of Lord Farozhin of the Sunset Branch.” He paused for a moment, then turned to Lossia. “The gods have truly blessed you, my lady.”

A compliment from an elf? I hadn’t expected that, even if he sounded like he would rather eat mud than touch her. Although his eyes still lingered on her curves for a moment before looking away. Some of the soldiers stared openly.

“Your words are kind,” Lossia replied, giving a curtsy that was minimal yet perfectly executed. “How would you like to proceed?”

Elidyr stared at her for another moment, then dismounted his horse. The other robed elf did the same thing and the two slowly approached our table. To my surprise, Elidyr was a few inches taller than me, although I probably outweighed the slender man by seventy pounds. Zozella’s blessing had put some real muscle on me.

The elf opened his mouth but snapped it shut as another platoon of goblin soldiers marched across the park. Their platoon leader called out a basic cadence to keep them in step and they crossed the park in a perfectly straight line, each man with his spear against his shoulder at precisely the same angle. Half of the men had swords belted around their waists, as well.

Elidyr watched them cross the park with clear interest. I could almost hear his thoughts over the sound of boots marching.

“My apologies,” he said, turning back to Lossia. “I had always understood that goblins were pacifists,” he said quietly. “It appears I might have been wrong.”

Score. “Yeah, a lot of things are changing around here,” I told him, making my voice casual and nonchalant. “A dozen minotaurs and thirty orcs attacked the city a few weeks back. They didn’t get very far.”

Elidyr pursed his lips again. “Yes, we’ve all heard of your wagon with the minotaur skull mounted so prominently. Not an easy beast to kill, that’s for certain.” He met my gaze. “Are you planning on attacking anyone with all these troops?” There it was, the question. It was subtle, but he was digging to see if we were a threat to the elves.

“I’m tired of what Vogrim is doing to this world, and I don’t like what he has planned,” I said quietly. “So I’m going to kill him. Him and every other creature that gets in my way.” I kept my tone calm and held Elidyr’s gaze until the elf looked away.

“Shall we?” Lossia asked.

“Yes,” Elidyr said, only a hint of distaste in his mouth. “Lord Farozhin has instructed me to purchase every cask available of the wine he sampled. Your wine will be consumed by a lord of the Sunset Branch. You should feel honored.”

“Very,” I said, trying not to provoke the guy too much. It was a real struggle.

“We have two casks available,” Lossia said. “If you care to try another, we also have three cases of a bold red wine available.”

Elidyr’s eyes narrowed. “Dry or sweet?”

“Dry, of course,” Lossia replied. “In general, we do not make sweet wines.”

“Good to know,” he replied. After a pause, he stepped closer to the table. “I will try your wine.” His tone made it sound more of an order than a statement.

The goblin blacksmith stepped up to one of the cases and pulled a bottle from the straw. Muscles in his thick arms roped as he grabbed the long cork, twisted, and pulled it from the bottle. After grabbing a silver goblet from behind the casks, he filled the cup halfway with ruby red wine.

Lossia took the goblet from him with a murmured word of thanks, then held it out to Elidyr. Lossia’s posture and demeanor were all confidence, while Elidyr looked to be struggling with disgust and anger at every moment, as well as a notable amount of confusion. He took the goblet from Lossia, mouthing a few things that I supposed were curses in his language, then brought it up to his nose. After inhaling deeply, he tried the smallest sip of the wine.

“Yes, I suppose this is adequate,” he said. He immediately downed the rest of the goblet, suggesting he thought it was more than just adequate. “I will take those cases as well.”

Elidyr turned and spoke a few words in the elven language and his soldiers immediately dismounted. They hurried to the casks and cases and lifted them, then took them to the small wagon. Working quickly and efficiently, they loaded the wine in the wagon in only a few minutes. The strict discipline these men had was clear.

As the soldiers mounted their horses, I suddenly realized I wasn’t a hundred percent sure what to do next. I assumed a few things, but there was no way to tell the future.

“And the price?” Elidyr asked, reaching into a washed leather purse at his waist.

Lossia tapped a finger on her lush lips as she pretended to think. “Let’s see, two casks of the white and three cases of the red—that’s a special wine, mind you. I don’t believe he intends on making it again. That will come out to twenty three gold crowns.”

“Twenty three gold?” Elidyr asked, his voice climbing half an octave before he got himself under control. “We travel all this distance just for you to insult us with these prices? This is robbery, clear and simple. This is a slap in the face of Lord Farozhin.” His mouth continued working, spewing out more and more bullshit.

“Sir, if the price offends you then I apologize,” Lossia said smoothly. “That is the standard price for wine of this quality here; five gold each for the red wine and four gold for the white. If you do not wish to pay that price, we will happily supply you with food and water and allow you to leave as soon as you’d like.”

Elidyr’s eyes bulged at her words. Being dismissed so casually by a goblin really irked that bastard. Some of the soldiers eyed us warily and kept their gaze on Elidyr, as if they expected a command. I decided to step in before things turned into a fight.

“Easy, easy,” I said, raising both hands. “Our monetary system is probably different from yours, but that is a fair price for fine wine. You’ve tried it yourself; you know the wine is good.” I suddenly wished I had something else to offer the man to calm him. I had a feeling Lossia had done that on purpose.

“This is robbery,” Elidyr muttered as he counted gold coins out onto his palm. “Extortion, even. Lord Farozhin will hear about this, you had better believe it.”

“Good,” I said. “And if he gets angry, remind him who it was that killed Odewyn and allowed him to take the credit for it.”

Elidyr stared at me for a moment, his mouth tightening and his brow furrowing. “Your lack of honor is apparent in your words,” he finally said.

“On the contrary,” I replied. “I have proven my honor on several occasions. First, I helped your lord by slaying Odewyn and giving him the necromancer’s head. Then, I got him to agree to this little trade, which will benefit both of our nations. And finally, I’m here to ensure you are treated fairly and that tempers remain cool.”

Elidyr grumbled something, but slapped his hand onto the table. It wasn’t an easy gesture considering his hand was filled with gold coins, but he managed.

“Care to stop for a meal?” I asked, gesturing towards Newman Inn. “Their stew is known as the best in the city, as is their bread.”

Elidyr gave me a smug smile. “Perhaps next time. I don’t believe we are yet ready to break bread with the goblins. If this continues, then a day might come that we will share a table with…. With them.” His pause made me think he had been ready to refer to the goblins by some kind of slur out of habit but caught himself.

“The time will come,” I said. “Elves and goblins do not share a peaceful history, but my hope is that we can learn to put that aside, so that our children might grow up in peace.”

He gave me a weighing look after hearing that. “Perhaps,” he said.

I decided to switch topics to catch the man off guard. “Tell me, what do you know of the Drowned Lands?” Several of the elven soldiers gave me confused looks. Elidyr blinked several times.

“To go there is death. Everyone knows that,” he replied. “The very air is poison, and will melt the lungs inside your chest.”

“Can you tell me something that isn’t common knowledge?” I asked. “In a few days’ time I must travel there.” The moment the words left my lips I realized I probably didn’t need to tell this guy any of my business. But perhaps he would take it back to Farozhin and it would continue to build my reputation.

Elidyr shook his head slowly. “No one returns from that place, Andrew. If you are so foolish as to journey there, bring a good bow. If you were to behead one of the swamp creatures with your sword, its blood could spray on you. That would be like having powerful snake venom poured onto your skin.”

“Thanks for the tip,” I said, making a mental note to bring my elven crossbow and a shit ton of bolts with me.

Elidyr leaned closer and lowered his voice. “It is said that ages ago we used to travel the swamps. Before they turned to poison. There are whispers that some of the horrible creatures lurking in the Drowned Lands used to be elves. They found themselves trapped in the swamps when it began to change, and they changed with it.”

I grunted upon hearing that. The more I heard about the Drowned Lands the less I wanted to go there.

“Thank you for the information,” I told Elidyr. “Everything that helps me through that place will ultimately help me slay Vogrim.”

“Yes, well,” Elidyr said, straightening up and walking back to his horse. “May your journey be swift.” He pulled himself into his saddle and looked around for a moment.

“Are you sure you don’t want anything else while you’re here?” I asked. It seemed strange, traveling all this way just for some of wine.

Elidyr looked around the goblin city, making it obvious he was taking his time. Behind us, Ulenor continued to dazzle children with a spell. Several soldiers mingled nearby with weapons casually on their shoulders or in their hands.

“No,” he said. “We must return with haste to Isenasera. Lord Farozhin will not admit to it, but he is excited for this wine.” Elidyr gave me a small seated bow. “Fare you well, Andrew Jones of Earth.” His bow to Lossia was equally deep. “And you, Princess. We shall return in two weeks’ time.”

Lossia’s curtsey was perfect, but I botched my bow completely.

“Forgive me. We don’t really do that where I’m from,” I said with a laugh.

Elidyr nodded his head, then turned his horse toward the main gate. The soldiers followed, many shooting sharp looks at the goblins around them. Pulling up the rear was the robed elf driving the wagon, who glared at us with open hatred on his face.

“Well, that wasn’t too bad,” Lossia said as they rode away. “To be honest, I expected it to be a lot worse.”

“Yeah, same,” I said. “I think the fact that I’ve killed minotaurs and Odewyn really helped. Oh, what is the price of a cask of wine in Gillamoor?”

Lossia smiled. “A cask of good wine usually costs around five silver, eight if it’s top quality.”

I laughed out loud, and hoped the elves never found out.
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With that done, the soldiers left the park and several men began disassembling the table upon which the casks of wine had rested. Lossia turned to me and gave me a hug.

“Thanks for your help, Andrew. I think I would have gouged their eyes out had you not been here next to me.”

I grunted. “Yeah, they were rather free with their stares, weren’t they? But at least it went well. What do you plan on doing with the money?”

Lossia pulled her belt pouch open and looked at the shining golden coins. “Some will go to Thilli, to repay her and her father for the wine. And to Chuleel for his. The rest will go to the mayor, and I imagine he’ll put it into the education budget. Or perhaps a bit to pay for you.” She poked me in the ribs. “You aren’t cheap, you know.”

“Cheaper than the alternative,” I said with a shrug. “Are you heading to our home after this?”

Lossia nodded. “Yeah, although there’s not much I can do right now. We’re just tweaking a few things. Starting tomorrow, we’re going to start heading north to the quarry to cut some stone. You would be a great help there.”

“I’ll try to join you,” I said, then pulled Lossia in for a tight hug. “I love you, honey.”

“Love you, Andrew,” she said, hugging me back.

We kissed and parted ways, her walking towards Temple Gardens and me walking towards Ulenor’s house.

My thoughts stayed on the Drowned Lands as I walked, and I began to wonder just how crazy I was. Fighting monsters in a poisonous swamp? I had to be out of my mind. That was the type of thing that happened in video games, not real life.

Ulenor’s house came into view and I hurried to the front door. After knocking three times, I waited for a moment.

“Andrew, is that you?” Ulenor’s muffled voice came from behind the door. “One moment.”

After a few seconds the door opened and the small wizard stood there, a smile upon his face. “Please, come in,” he said, stepping out of the way.

I walked into his house and marveled at the rich aromas that filled the air.

“I was just heating up some lunch,” Ulenor said, closing the door behind me. “Would you like some?”

“I’m always in the mood to eat,” I replied as I went to his living room. After taking a seat, I waited for the old man to continue. I figured once we had some food in our bellies I would broach the topic of our upcoming journey.

“The cool weather always makes me think of stew,” Ulenor said as he used a large ladle to fill two bowls. “Cold weather in general. I always found that stew warms the body. Much better than soup, stew is. Soup always gets caught in my beard, but interestingly enough, stew causes less problems.” After cleaning up, he brought the two bowls into the living room and handed me one. “Be careful, it’s hot.”

It smelled incredible, although I wasn’t entirely sure what was in it. Some of that antelope I had seen in the area, perhaps, and some root vegetables I wasn’t entirely familiar with. As expected, it tasted as good as it smelled.

“So, about the Drowned Lands,” I began, but Ulenor cut me off.

“Shhh,” he said, holding up a hand. “Not yet. Allow me to enjoy my stew first.” He took a bite and chewed it slowly, savoring every moment. “The elves weren’t a problem?”

“Nah,” I said after swallowing a bite of stew. “A bit haughty, as expected, but they simmered down a bit the longer they were there. I think Lossia’s beauty helped. They were too busy ogling her to remember they hated her.”

Ulenor frowned. “Yes, yes, I’m sure they had plenty of foul thoughts running through their corrupt minds about her. When you see people as property, it’s easy to justify having your way with them.”

“Other than that, it was okay,” I continued. “Lossia overcharged them. Twenty three gold for the five casks of wine.” Ulenor choked on his stew and I laughed. “They weren’t too happy about the price but she convinced them it was fair. She said she’ll be giving the money to Mayor Beezle to put into the education budget.”

Ulenor nodded. “Splendid. She was always a kind one, Lossia.”

Something about that statement had me scratching my head. “You say that like you’ve known her for years.”

Ulenor smiled. “I am very old, Andrew, and I have been traveling to York to help advise the king for decades. Of course I have met his daughter.”

I had never really thought about that before, but it made sense.

“Anyways, the elven guy—Elidyr was his name—tried some of Colonel Chuleel’s wine and enjoyed that as well, so he bought three cases. As long as they don’t realize we’re ripping them off, this should go nicely and help boost the local economy.”

“Perhaps to reduce any chances of that happening, we should give them a better deal,” Ulenor said. “Cut the price down to a few gold and tell them it’s in the interest of building stronger ties between the two nations.”

“Good idea,” I said, scraping up the last of my stew with a spoon.

Ulenor set his empty bowl on a small table in front of him and sighed. “I do love a good bowl of stew,” he said to himself. “Okay, Andrew. Let’s talk about the Drowned Lands.”

I clapped my hands and rubbed them together. “Yes, let’s. We leave in a few days so I need to know everything I can about them.”

Ulenor gave me a sidelong glance. “What’s most important is that you have Odewyn’s amulet. That will allow our party to safely travel the swamps. Without the amulet, our lungs would burn and melt in our chests.”

“So I’ve heard,” I said. “As for Eldrick’s shield, do you know where it is? Where, precisely in the swamps?”

Ulenor grumbled something under his breath, then pushed himself to his feet. “Come,” he said.

I followed the wizard into his study and tried to stay out of the way while he rummaged through books and scrolls. One table held a stack of maps, and after sorting through them a moment he removed one and placed it on top. Next, he went to a large bookshelf and flipped through a dozen books before finally selecting one.

“The Drowned Lands,” Ulenor said, thumbing along the page. “Known as Efsasera many years ago, although very few among the living remember that name. The elves…. Well, they didn’t quite own the land, better to say they used it. They would cross the swamp to gain access to the sea. The land itself was too useless to them, so they chose not to add it to their kingdom.”

“Elidyr mentioned that some of the monsters in the Drowned Lands used to be elves,” I said.

Ulenor nodded. “He is correct.”

“So, what happened?” I asked.

“Vogrim happened,” Ulenor said gravely. “Remember, Eldrick’s shield was sent to the Drowned Lands long ago. Guarding it is a terrible creature, something so foul it’s hard to comprehend. I’ve been reading through every book I could find as well as praying to Zozella for knowledge. The situation is grim, Andrew.”

“Well, that’s reassuring,” I said.

“Yes, well…” Ulenor flipped another page. “I believe the swamps were turned to poison because of the being that guards Eldrick’s shield. The few writings that mention him describe him as something called a plague beast. Basically, the physical incarnation of disease itself.”

“Well, shit,” I said. “Good thing I have Odewyn’s amulet, right?”

Ulenor grunted a short laugh. “Yes, without that this wouldn’t even be a remote possibility. Protect that amulet with your life, Andrew. It will keep all of us safe from the corruption that is so rampant in the swamps.” He set the book back on his shelf.

“So, what about the location of this plague beast?” I asked. “That’s the real question. Do you know where we’re going?”

“I do,” Ulenor said. “And that is both fortunate and unfortunate,” he added with a chuckle.

“How so?” I asked

Ulenor cleared his throat. “As I said earlier, the elves used this land. So when we reach the swamps, we will travel on wide, stone-paved roads. That will help our journey to be faster, which will be a blessing. You see, Andrew, the corruption that turned the Drowned Lands into poison comes from the plague beast itself. So, the closer we get to it, the worse things will be.”

I frowned. “Hopefully we can get in there and kill it quickly, then.”

“That would be our best plan,” Ulenor said. “It is said that the plague beast lives in a large cave, where it guards Eldrick’s shield with supernatural power drawn directly from Vogrim himself. It is a powerful beast, and killing it won’t be easy.” He went to the table where he had laid out a map and tapped a spot in the Drowned Lands, near the coast. “Right about here, if what I have read is correct.”

“And how should we kill it?” I asked.

“I think arrows would be the best option,” Ulenor said. “Magic can also work, if done quickly. Basically, the beast must be killed as fast as possible, before it has the chance to react. If it fights back, I fear we might not survive.”

“Elidyr also mentioned that we should use bows down there,” I added. “He said the creatures that live in the swamps have poisonous blood that can harm us if it even touches us.”

“He is correct,” Ulenor said. “Your magic will come in handy as well. The most difficult thing will be keeping our food from spoiling, although I believe your amulet will be sufficient.”

“Oh, great,” I said. “The last thing we need is all our food going bad when we’re a hundred miles deep in a poisonous swamp.”

“You see my cause for concern,” Ulenor said. “You seem to have the luck of the gods, Andrew. You’re going to need that to keep this journey from turning into a disaster.”

“I gotta say, you’re not filling me with confidence,” I told the wizard.

Ulenor suddenly smiled. “I think this bit of adventure will help keep me feeling younger. While I don’t care for riding in a wagon, or worse a saddle, it is good to get out of the city. The travel we have planned in the near future will be good for me.”

“I noticed you were walking better. That’s great, Ulenor,” I said. “So, what else needs to be done before we leave? I feel like you have everything well planned, once again. That’ll make this much easier.”

Ulenor bowed his head graciously. “I do try my best. I’m glad to see my efforts don’t go unnoticed. Yes, I will handle the preparations. I know you have plenty to focus on around here, Andrew. Just be ready to go when the time comes.”

“I’ll be ready,” I said. “And I’ll make sure I have plenty of weapons for us. Shame no one knows how to build rifles in this world.” Ulenor raised an eyebrow at me. “Eh, forget about it. Just something from my world. I’m sure we’ll be fine.” I clapped the small man on the shoulder. “Ulenor, it’s always good to see you.”

“And you as well, Andrew,” he replied. “My door is always open to you.”

I grinned. “You keep making stew like that and I’ll come by daily.”
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While I usually had a dozen things to do and not enough time to complete half of them, that afternoon was just the right amount of busy. And by that, I meant I only had a single thing to really do before my evening duties: talk to the weaponsmith. Well, I could probably think of a few more things that needed to get done, but that was the most pressing.

I hurried through the busy streets of Gillamoor and made my way to the military district. My previous experience with being stationed at Fort-this and Fort-that made it feel kind of strange that they only referred to it as the military district. Some inner part of me wanted to name it Fort Gillamoor, but that didn’t feel right. I wanted to protect them, not overly militarize them.

“Maybe we can call it Fort Andrew,” I said to myself as I entered the military district. Now that would be something.

After a few minutes I found my way to the weaponsmith’s shop. Fortunately, he was right next to the bowyer and the armorsmith, so all the crafting was done in a central location.

He was seated at a large grinding wheel with his back to me, working on the edge of a long spearhead. I watched him for a moment as he masterfully moved the spearhead along the grinding stone, keeping it at a perfect angle the entire time. I raised my hand to knock on the wall, but realized he wouldn’t be able to hear me.

“Hello!” I called out, cupping my hands around my mouth.

After one more stroke against the grinding wheel, he slid backwards off the seat. He examined the spearhead with a satisfied nod, then set it on a nearby table and finally turned to me.

“Andrew. What brings you here today?” He asked, his voice gruff as usual.

“Hey, Klix,” I said, taking a few steps into his workshop.

Crates of spearheads and arrowheads lined the walls, along with racks of large knives. This man had been busy, that much was obvious.

“I came to talk to you about my crossbow idea,” I said, still looking around.

“Ah,” he said, nodding in understanding. “One moment, please.” Klix walked across his shop, where a heavy table stood against the far wall. A piece of cloth covered something on that table, and when Blix snatched it off, I saw it was a large crossbow. He picked it up with both hands and brought it to me.

“This is about as close as I could get to the requirements you had written out,” he said, examining the weapon in his hands. “It’s a real beast, that’s for certain. Getting a bowstring on this thing was a bastard of a job; I made a tool so you can change the string when you’re out there. I know you’re a strong one, but I do hope you can pull the string back.” He handed it to me.

I took the large crossbow and looked it over. The wooden stock looked to be made of oak, and had a smooth rear surface designed to butt up against my shoulder, just like a rifle would. Many of the other crossbows I had seen were simply held in the hands. This type of stock would make it much more stable.

Two small rings rose from the stock, right above the groove where the bolt would sit. Those rings were large enough to not interfere with a bolt, but had small beads on top of them that I could use as sights. It was a simple design, but sometimes those were best.

I placed my boot through the cocking stirrup, grabbed the string with both hands, and pulled. I had been expecting a high draw weight, but this thing was ridiculous. With a grunt, I pulled harder and finally got the string onto the latch.

“Took me three tries to forge those limbs,” Blix said with a proud smile. “That’s some of the best spring steel I’ve ever produced. That thing should send a bolt through damn near anything.”

“Can I try it out?” I asked.

“I’d be offended if you didn’t want to,” Blix said with a toothy grin that made him look half feral. He walked back to the table and grabbed three bolts, then came back to me. “Come on,” he said, beckoning for me to follow.

Together, we left his shop and walked the short distance to the training field. I carried the crossbow while Blix held the bolts. Four bales of hay were stacked in a square, with a crude target painted on the side.

“I think you’re going to be really pleased with this,” Blix said as he walked around the back of the hay bales. He came back around to the front with a gambeson in his hands. It was a bit old and worn, but looked like it would still do its job, especially since it had a large steel plate in the center of the chest. Blix leaned it against the front of the hay bales, then walked back to me and handed me a bolt.

I examined the bolt for a moment. It was slightly thicker than other arrows and bolts I had seen, probably to help deal with the high draw weight of the crossbow. The fletchings were nothing special, at least not to my untrained eye, but I found the arrowhead rather interesting. Instead of the flat spade shape I had expected, this one was more bullet-like, with four small ridges extended from the tip all the way down the arrowhead. Those ridges were razor sharp, but much smaller than typical arrowhead blades.

“It’s an armor piercing arrowhead,” I said, still staring at the bolt. “This is great.”

“I figured that would be the main focus of this,” Blix said. “Although I can get you some bolts with a more traditional arrowhead to tear holes through anything that isn’t wearing armor.”

“I’ll take both. Hey, how far away should I stand?” I asked, looking over at the target.

“How far do you think you’ll be shooting this thing when you’re using it for real?” he asked in reply.

“Good point,” I said. Thirty to forty feet seemed like a reasonable estimation, so I took a few steps back until I felt I was at the right distance. Too far and I had concerns about the bolt dropping too much, and I didn’t want to let anything in the swamps get close to me. This seemed like the distance at which I would be shooting monsters.

The string was still on the crossbow latch, so I simply slid the bolt in, settled it in the flight groove, then raised the heavy weapon to my shoulder. The sights were simple; two metal beads in the back with a small space between them, and one in the front. I lined them all up, then tried to estimate for the bolt dropping slightly over that distance. I gently squeezed the trigger lever and the crossbow jerked in my hands. It didn’t have recoil like a rifle, but it moved more than I expected a crossbow to move.

The bolt slammed into the leather gambeson and punched right through the steel chest plate. It buried itself so deeply in the hay bale that I couldn’t even see where it had gone. Looks like that armor piercing arrowhead had really done its job.

“Holy shit,” I said, looking down at the crossbow. “I love this thing. You’re a genius, Blix.”

The goblin smith shrugged, but his face beamed with pride. “You described it pretty well on that paper you sent here. I just made it according to your specifications.”

“Let me try one more bolt,” I said. “I need to get used to this thing before I have to actually use it.”

Blix walked towards me, bolts in hand. I stepped back another ten feet, then stuck my foot through the cocking stirrup. I knew what to expect this time, so I grabbed the thick bowstring and pulled hard, and it went into the latch. In that position—pulling the string with my foot through the cocking stirrup—it felt almost like a deadlift, and one that was well over two hundred pounds.

“Boy, that’s a workout,” I muttered, hefting the crossbow in my hands. Blix handed me a bolt and I slid it into place, then took aim again. The previous bolt didn’t seem to have dropped any at that range, and the sights were surprisingly accurate. I squeezed the trigger lever and the crossbow launched the bolt with blinding speed. Once again, the entire bolt punched through the armor.

“This is perfect,” I said, looking at the weapon in my hands. “Do you think we can get a few more of these, but with a slightly reduced draw weight so the other soldiers can draw them?”

“I can certainly try,” he replied. “Past few weeks have been busy and I’ve been working my fingers to the bone, trying to forge enough spearheads and arrowheads and everything else we need.” He chuckled. “I suppose I should just think of it as job security, right? I’ll need an apprentice to keep up with this.”

“It sure sounds like it. Hey, have you been able to tackle the ballista project yet?” I asked him.

Blix shook his head. “No time,” he said. “To be honest with you, I’m not even able to keep up with the current demand for equipment. Adding new things in like these ballistae, that just makes it overwhelming.”

“I’ll send a message to Colonel Chuleel about getting you some help,” I said. “It’s only a matter of time before Vogrim strikes back, and when he does that we’ll need all the firepower we can get. These ballistae will be a big help.”

“From your drawings, they looked impressive,” Blix said. “I’m looking forward to being able to finally build one.”

Together, we walked back to his shop. I felt like a kid in a candy store, being surrounded by weapons like that. Or more accurately, a kid at the flea market.

When I was growing up there had been this one vendor at the local flea market that had a huge assortment of knives and throwing stars and brass knuckles for sale, and I saved my allowance and bought a few of the knives. Hell, I even bought a samurai sword from that guy. Now, I realized they were all just cheaply made junk, but at the time I thought they were the coolest thing ever.

“Faas, our bowyer and fletcher, is stretched thin as well,” Blix told me as he picked up a spearhead from one of his tables. “He’s got his son helping him, but he could probably use a proper apprentice as well. We need a lot of arrows and bolts for all these bows and crossbows.”

I nodded. That was something I hadn’t fully thought about when I asked for more equipment. Well, perhaps the money from the wine trade could pay for a few more craftsmen. Putting money back into the local economy was always a good thing.

“Can I take this?” I asked, hefting the large crossbow.

“Sure,” Blix replied. He rummaged around his table and grabbed a leather quiver that looked hastily made. “I’m not at my best when working with leather, but this will get the job done. Right now I only have a few bolts. I’ll tell Faas to prioritize some bolts for that crossbow of yours.”

“Can you just have them delivered to the temple for me?” I asked.

“Sure can,” Blix replied. “I’m sure one of the younger soldiers wouldn’t mind bringing them to you. Someone will bring you more bolts tomorrow, along with a few extra bow strings.”

“Thanks, Blix,” I said. “This is a big help. I’m going to be using this a lot soon,” I said, hefting the crossbow.

“May it always strike true,” he said.

I raised it in both hands, testing the weight. “If it ever doesn’t, I can always use it as a club.”
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The crossbow was a powerful weapon, but I quickly learned how cumbersome its bulk could get as I carried it across the city. It wasn’t overly heavy, and I was certainly strong enough, but the shape made carrying it awkward. It wouldn’t lean against my shoulder, and my only real option was holding it at low ready. The quiver slung over my shoulder and across my chest diagonally and was surprisingly solid, considering that Blix had described it as shoddy.

I tried to look nonchalant as I walked up the stairs to the temple. Fortunately, only a few people were inside the main chamber, and they were used to seeing me. The sight of me carrying this oversized crossbow didn’t alarm them.

Once back in my room, I leaned the crossbow and quiver in the corner, next to my wardrobe. The women wouldn’t be here for some time, so I had an opportunity to relax. I went to the washbasin and splashed some water on my face, then walked over to the bed.

It dawned on me that I liked being busy here. Back home, I could always lie back and doomscroll on my phone for a while, wasting time on social media. Here, that wasn’t an option. I reclined on the bed and suddenly felt incredibly bored.

I would be leaving on the most dangerous trip of my life soon. Sure, I had fought in the Middle East in some pretty nasty battles, but that was different. I was going to a place where the very air could kill me. My amulet would keep me safe, but it still pushed my stress level skyward.

And then, there was the plague beast to worry about. Ulenor had called it the physical incarnation of disease. How was I supposed to kill something like that? My eyes drifted to my new crossbow. Certainly that would do the trick, unless it had skin thicker than rhinoceros hide. And even then, I still had my magic.

I felt like I was reaching new grounds with my magic. I was stronger than ever, and capable of really using massive amounts of it before the exhaustion got me. I had proved my capabilities by defeating the necromancer Odewyn, although that left me with even more questions. I made a mental note to ask Ulenor about defending against magic as Odewyn had.

My house was a source of joy and pride. In my hometown, most of the houses were single story and, to be blunt, rather plain and boring. Now, I was going to have a two or three story stone mansion, built by hand. Well, by magic with the help of some hands. That was close enough.

After some time, I heard a knocking. The door opened a few inches and Prazzi stuck her head in. Seeing me reclined on the bed, she smiled and pulled back. The door opened all the way and a full dozen women sauntered in.

I had grown used to seeing themes in the women in Gillamoor. My wives selected them, and often sorted them by hair color. The women that entered my room this time had hair of every shade, but the one thing that stood out was their height. Each of these women were tall, very tall. Some of them were probably close to five feet.

If they wanted me to breed with their women, it made sense that they would want me to mate with tall, fit specimens. Although perhaps that wasn’t the case; in the past, I had slept with women of every hair color and body type, with the only similarities being that they were all beautiful.

I pushed myself out of bed and slowly walked across the room, towards the women. I was still fully dressed, and they all wore those thin robes that left very little to the imagination.

“You’re a tall lot, aren’t you?” I asked.

The tallest of the women turned to face me. She was, of course, beautiful, with long hair the color of a candy apple. I thought her eyes were black, but as she stepped closer I saw they were dark blue. She stood proud, with a straight back and her chin raised.

“We are Zozella’s Daughters,” she said, as if that would explain everything.

“And what does that mean?” I asked.

She explained. “It has been decided that since you are helping us to repopulate, we should have you breed with the finest stock.” Her confident tone faltered slightly as she referred to herself as “stock.” “We are among the tallest, strongest women in Gillamoor, and our children will be the mightiest goblins ever born.”

“I hadn’t expected eugenics from the goblins, but I suppose that makes sense when you’re surrounded by enemies,” I said, offering the tall woman my hand. “I’m Andrew.”

“Shae,” she replied, slipping her hand in mine. I bent down and kissed the back of her hand.

The moment our skin touched, some of her haughtiness melted away and we became just a man and woman. I gently pulled her towards the bed. She was hesitant at first, but it lasted only a heartbeat. When we reached the bed I pulled my boots off and began unlacing my shirt, while she opened the front of her robe.

She had described herself as tall and strong, but those words didn’t quite do her justice. Her body was lean and strong, with a washboard stomach and muscular arms. Her thighs were toned and looked like she could crush a watermelon between them. As I examined her I noticed her watching me with a small, knowing smile on her face.

“Do you approve?” she asked with one eyebrow raised.

I laughed and took her face in my hands, then kissed her. Her lips were soft and her breath sweet and I let my hands slide down the sides of her neck to her shoulders, then down her sides. She reached out and unlaced the front of my breeches, then helped me out of them.

While I had been tired from overexerting myself with magic, I was still up to this task. My erection stood out thick and strong. Shae looked down at it and gave it a nod of approval, which I found slightly odd.

Strength seemed important to her, so I reached out and grabbed her by her narrow waist, then lifted her off the floor. She yelped in surprise but smiled as I carried her over my shoulder to the bed..

“They said you were strong,” Shae said as I laid her back on the bed. She immediately spread her muscular thighs for me.

“From what I understand, people say a lot of things about me,” I said with a grin.

I licked my fingertips and wiped the saliva on the head of my cock, then rubbed it against her smooth opening. Shae smiled and leaned her head back as I slowly worked myself inside her.

Now, I had long since recognized that goblin pussy was the best pussy. But from the moment I entered her, Shae seemed determined to really prove it. She wiggled beneath me, working her hips back and forth while pulling me down for a deep kiss. Each time I thrust inside her, she squeezed her pelvic floor muscles like she was trying to put my cock in a chokehold.

“Holy shit,” I said as I straightened up and pulled myself out of her. After only a few minutes, I was almost ready to blow.

“Are you not strong enough for me?” Shae asked.

I laughed. I couldn’t help it, I just stood there and laughed. Shae looked at me strangely for a moment, then began to cover herself with her hands.

“No, nothing like that,” I said, gently laying a hand on her thigh. “I’m not laughing at you, Shae. You have the tightest pussy I’ve ever felt, and I think you know it. I just want to last a few extra minutes so I’m taking a break.”

She blushed suddenly. “I just want to be able to say I made you cum in a matter of minutes. Other women have spoken at length about how long you can last.”

“I can understand that,” I said, gently working the tip of my penis back into her. “As long as you won’t feel disappointed at my three minutes of action.”

She smiled, and I pushed myself back inside her. I decided to go all-out and started really pounding her hard. I wrapped my arms around her and we rolled onto our sides. I grabbed onto her ass and pulled her against me while we kissed, and after only a short time I felt myself pushed over the edge.

I came hard, squirting a two-day load deep inside her, and almost immediately laughed again. I held her tightly so she knew I wasn’t laughing at her. I rolled us around so that I was on my back and she was seated on top of me. That also gave me a splendid view of her toned body.

“I think that’s the fastest I’ve ever came,” I told her. “So if you wanted to brag, you certainly earned the right.”

She squeezed her muscles on me again, and we both laughed.

“I feel like you’re trying to suck the life out of me with that thing,” I said as I reached up for her. I pulled her down against my chest and held her tightly, while bending my knees to cradle her ass against the tops of my thighs.

I was still inside her, although growing soft. My hands slid down to her firm ass and I held it tightly while pushing myself in and out of her as best as I could in my semi-flaccid state.

“That really is amazing,” I said, marveling at how incredible she felt.

“I’m glad you liked it,” she said, propping herself up on her elbows and looking at me. “What is it like, doing what you do?”

I looked down at her. “You mean…this?”

She nodded.

I thought on that for a moment. “It’s surprisingly hard,” I finally said. “Of course it’s physically difficult—no regular man could keep this pace up; only Zozella’s blessing allows me to do it so often. It can get overwhelming at times, too. I want all of you to know that you’re beautiful, wonderful women, and I don’t want to treat anyone as anything less. Being with so many women in a row, it can be hard sometimes.”

“Do we all blend together?” she asked, sounding fascinated.

“I try not to let that happen,” I said. “There are times I’m too tired to even ask the woman’s name, but I still try to treat all of you as individuals, as people. And I still talk with some of them.”

“That’s very sweet of you,” she said, wiggling her hips on me for a moment. “I must confess that I plan on getting pregnant, no matter what it takes. I want to make sure it happens.” She slid her hips up and down, just slightly, while smiling at me. “We’ve all heard of your gifts. Of your ability to keep going.”

She leaned down and kissed me, then pulled my hips away from her waist and put them on her breasts. They were smaller breasts, that of an athlete, firm with dark green nipples. Her body was really quite incredible; she was the kind of woman that would still have a firm ass when she was sixty. Of course, goblin women aged better than human women, but my point still stood.

The inevitable happened and I began to rise again. Shae looked me in the eyes and smiled, then kissed me again and began riding me.

“We all need turns as well!” one of the other women shouted from across the room.

Shae ignored her and kept riding me. As tight and wet as she was, I was hard again in no time. My hands gripped her waist and our tongues explored each other’s mouths as she rode me, hard and fast. She giggled as she worked her hips up and down, her muscles flexing as she did her best to drain the life out of me.

Even my second time around, she made me cum in minutes. Instead of being embarrassed, I relished the feeling of her tightness. I came hard, my fingers digging into her ass as I squirted deep inside her.

Shae was practically radiant as she smiled and tossed her red hair. She moved her hips up and down until I was completely limp, and I think she would have ridden me a third time if the other women hadn’t spoken up.

“Are they all going to do the same thing?” I asked as I helped her step off the bed. Once our feet were on the tile floor, I pulled her in for a tight hug.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Are they all going to try to make me cum as fast as possible?” I said to clarify.

“Oh,” she said. “In different ways, but yes. It’s a point of pride among us. We have to show our strength somehow.” She leaned up and kissed me for a moment, then pulled away.

Another woman was approaching us. She untied her robe and let it fall to the floor before she reached the bed. Her figure was muscular like Shae’s, but she had a thicker layer of fat over it, giving her stronger curves.

Shae looked back at me and smiled. “Good luck,” she said. “You’re going to need it to survive with this one.”
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When the last woman left that night, she left me lying on the bed in a pool of sweat. I had never felt so drained in my life.

Just as Shae said, each woman had done her best to get me off as quickly as possible, to prove their strength. Most did it by squeezing their highly developed pelvic floor muscles, but a few had other tactics as well.

One woman tried to suck the soul out of my penis. I thought she was going to swallow my load, but at the last minute she jumped on me and finished me off the proper way. Another woman had me pretzel her up so I could jam a finger in her ass and suck on her nipples all at the same time. Her plan had been to get me off quickly by giving me such full access to her body, such high stimulation. It had been a fun plan, that was for certain. She was the reason I stayed in bed for a moment before even considering moving.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed, then cautiously stood on the floor. Once the shaking in my legs subsided, I crossed the room and went to the bathtub to clean myself. The lukewarm water was fine; I didn’t feel like bothering anyone that evening for a hot bath. Although, as I looked back at the bed, I realized no one would want to sleep on those sheets. Myself included.

After washing myself off, I grabbed a fresh towel and dried my body while walking to the door. I wrapped the towel around my waist and walked out the door, looking for an employee. It was late in the evening, and the temple was surprisingly empty. One woman sat on a pew near the door, and when she noticed me standing in nothing but a towel gave me a curious look.

Finally, one of the temple workers noticed me and hurried over. I recognized her as the young redhead woman that had needed work.

“Do you need anything, Andrew?” she asked, smiling at me.

“Just some fresh sheets, please,” I said, giving her a smile of my own.

She bobbed a quick curtsy and hurried away, and I ducked back into my room. My wives would arrive soon, and I wanted to be ready for them. Not that we had anything planned, but I didn’t want to be asleep when they came in.

The red haired woman arrived a moment later with fresh sheets bundled in her arms. She quickly stripped the bed and remade it, then left the room. She was a hard worker, and I hoped she would continue doing well at the temple.

I walked over to the bed and crawled onto the fresh sheets. They had a clean smell that I had begun associating with goblins, especially goblin women. I propped myself up with a few pillows and leaned back with my hands behind my head.

What a day. What a week, for that matter. And in only a couple days, I would be leaving again. If nothing else, I was looking forward to killing Vogrim so I could just settle down with my wives instead of having to leave every other week to go on some quest.

The door opened and my wives filed in. Lossia entered first, and she immediately came for the bed, with Cirro only a step behind her. Anna and Thilli went to the washstand and began cleaning up.

“Andrew, we missed you,” Cirro said as she climbed onto the bed. She crawled over me and cuddled up next to me, then pulled my face down for a kiss.

Lossia climbed onto the bed a few seconds later and cuddled up to me on the other side. She had to steal my face from Cirro so she could get her turn kissing me. With a giggle, Cirro leaned forward and the three of us momentarily kissed at the same time.

“How did things go after the trade?” Lossia asked, leaning her head on my shoulder while Cirro went back to kissing me.

“Things went well,” I said once Cirro gave me my mouth back. “My new crossbow is there in the corner.” I pointed and they both turned to look at it.

“That thing is huge,” Lossia said.

“You should see how powerful it is,” I said. “Tomorrow I should get more bolts for it. Hopefully we can get some more work done on the house, too.”

“About that,” Lossia said. “We need to ride up to the quarry so we can cut stones for our place. Even with magic, it’ll take a long time unless you’re there.”

“I’ll be there, don’t worry,” I said.

Just then, Thilli and Anna came over to the bed. They shed their clothes—Anna got a good look at Thilli’s body as she undressed and winked at Cirro—and then climbed onto the bed with the rest of us. Lossia and Cirro finally pulled their dresses off, then went back to cuddling me.

“We’ll be training with the soldiers first thing in the morning,” I said to Thilli, then turned back to Lossia. “After that, I should be clear to travel north. How far?”

Lossia thought for a moment. She began tracing a fingertip across my chest as she spoke. “Not far. About an hour and a half or two hours to the north, there’s a cliff that we’ve used for years. Good stone comes from there. Before the raids got worse, workers used to stay there for a week at a time, living in a few tiny houses that were built nearby. There was always a supply of stone blocks just waiting to be picked up.”

“But now,” I began.

“But after the Battle of Gillamoor, no one will stay there overnight,” Lossia said. “People are wary; I think they know Vogrim will attack again. As a result, the stone blocks have to be cut as needed.”

“I suppose that’s really put a damper on new construction,” I muttered. “Especially stone. Well, that’ll all be taken care of soon enough.” I put one arm around Lossia and the other around Cirro and kissed the tops of their heads. “How are my lovely wives doing today?”

“I love children, but sometimes they make me want to tear my hair out,” Anna said. She was lying snugly between Lossia and I with her head resting on my hip. “They can just be overwhelming sometimes. Especially the smart ones.”

“At least you’re getting practice,” I said, meaning it as a joke.

She craned her head up and gave me a wry look. “I suppose you’re right. Our house will be filled with children one day.”

“Speaking of which, how are you doing?” I asked. “Any signs of pregnancy?”

Anna shook her head. “Thanks to Thilli’s tea, I won’t have to worry about that for a bit.” She looked up at me again and winked.

I laughed. She wanted to be pregnant, but there was nothing wrong with having some fun first. In fact, I was grateful for it.

“Lossia found a fun way around that as well,” Cirro said, smiling at the other woman. Lossia blushed.

“Speaking of which,” Anna said, sliding her hand beneath the sheets. She traced her fingers down my stomach and gently wrapped them around my soft member. “How are you doing? Feeling up for a little fun?”

I was torn between laughing and groaning. After what the other women had put me through, I barely had the energy to stand on my own feet. At the same time, I always wanted my wives, no matter how tired I was. As it turns out, Zozella’s blessing made the decision for me. Within Anna’s gripping fingers, I began to harden again—the fourteenth time that day!

“Okay, but you’ll have to do all the work,” I said.

“I’m fine with that,” Anna said, and pulled the sheets down.

The other women went to move out of the way, but I kept my arms around Lossia and Cirro. There was no need for them to leave.

“Stay here,” I said, and kissed each of them.

“Well, it has been a while,” Thilli said as she moved down. She smiled at Anna and without further word, began sucking me off.

It was hard to think straight with Thilli’s lips around me. Her skills at oral sex were something otherworldly. Thilli really went to work on me, sucking hard and bobbing her head up and down. Anna smiled at her and brushed her hair back from her face, tucking it behind an ear.

Next to me, Lossia and Cirro both rose to their knees and shoved their breasts in my face. Cirro’s breasts weren’t as large as Lossia’s, but she was still rather above average. Huge green tits filled my vision as the two women pressed them against my face, and I licked and sucked on their nipples with glee. The two women giggled with joy and leaned down, taking turns kissing me and each other.

Watching Cirro and Lossia lock lips directly in front of my face was quite a sight, especially with their large breasts resting on me and Thilli and Anna working their magic on my cock. After so much sex earlier that evening, I felt that I wouldn’t be able to perform, but my wives always knew how to get me going.

Lossia took a moment to rub her huge breasts in my face again with another giggle, then threw a leg over me. She wiggled forwards until her smooth, hairless pussy was pressed right against my mouth. Turns out the thickness of my pillow was just right to line us up that way.

“I love you so much, honey,” Cirro said, taking Lossia’s face in her hands. The two began kissing and caressing each other while I licked and sucked on Lossia’s nether regions. The voluptuous woman immediately began moaning.

“You can finish him off, but I get him first,” Thilli said.

“Deal,” Anna replied.

I felt a shuffling on the bed, and one of the women straddled me. Thilli, I supposed. Her slender fingers wrapped around me and guided me inside her.

I bent my legs so her perky, firm backside was resting against the tops of my thighs, then reached down and grabbed onto her hips. Her body felt like pure heaven in my hands. After all the hard, almost aggressive sex earlier this evening, it felt good to just make love to someone. Thilli sighed happily and began moving up and down, taking my full length each time.

Cirro’s elbow bumped into my head as she caressed Lossia. She giggled, then reached around and gave Lossia’s round bottom a firm squeeze before going back to sucking on Lossia’s nipples.

As tired as I was, my hands still crept back to Thilli’s firm bottom and I began thrusting inside her, a bit harder each time. Anna’s small hands began caressing my stomach.

“Can I hold your hand?” she asked softly. I didn’t hear a reply, but one of her hands left my body so I assumed Thilli agreed.

Lossia’s thighs suddenly tensed up on each side of my head. I brought my hands up to her round bottom and squeezed it while rubbing my tongue side-to-side on her clitoris, and was rewarded with her orgasm. The muscles of her stomach tensed and her breath suddenly caught, then she exhaled in a rush and moaned loudly. Her body quivered and shook and I held her tightly against my lips, continually licking her as she came.

Her moans were suddenly muffled against Cirro’s lips, but they rose in pitch as she immediately came a second time. Many women would do that, I had learned—keep stimulating their clits the right way during an orgasm and they could go a second time. It often left them completely worn out, though.

Lossia practically collapsed on top of me after that, breathing hard with her curvaceous form slicked with sweat. Slowly, she rolled over to the side to catch her breath, giving me a view of Thilli, who rode me hard and fast.

Anna was right by her side with Thilli’s hand clasped in hers. The blue-haired woman stared at Thilli’s body hungrily and placed her other hand on Thilli’s lower back, helping her move up and down.

“Come on, honey,” Cirro said to Thilli. “Let’s finish you off the right way. Andrew saved you a seat.” She patted me on the lips and laughed.

Thilli rose up from my cock and went straight to my face, kneeling with her thighs around my head. She tangled her fingers into my hair and pressed her smooth, wet pussy against my mouth and I went right to it, pleasing her clit as best as I could. Her breathing was deep and her skin flushed; getting her off was going to be like only having to run the last hundred feet of a 5k.

Anna grabbed my cock in her small hand and placed a kiss on the tip, then straddled me and sank down on it. She sat there for a moment, enjoying the feeling of being completely filled by me.

“Come here, Cirro,” she said.

Cirro immediately left my side and went to Anna. She straddled my waist, facing Anna, and I immediately heard the sounds of them kissing. After that, Anna began moving her hips, riding me hard and fast. Poor Lossia was still lying next to me, worn out. I kept my hands on Thilli, squeezing and caressing her hips and backside while licking her.

It didn’t take long to get her there. After only a few minutes, Thilli’s body began to quake and she squeezed my head with her strong thighs. I slid my hands around the tops of her legs, holding her firmly in place. Seconds later, she reached orgasm. She moaned loudly, practically grinding her pussy against my mouth and her fingers tightened in my hair. I let up for only a second, then went back to it.

“Hold on, Andrew,” she began. “I can’t—” her words were replaced with moans as I massaged her clitoris again. In her heightened state of arousal, her entire body twitched and jerked as I pleased her. A few minutes later, her fingers tightened in my hair again as she orgasmed a second time.

This time, I didn’t pause. I just kept licking at her clitoris. She gasped and moaned, her stomach trembling, as a third orgasmed rolled in like a wave. Her moan was loud and long, and she finally released my hair after that. She fell to the side, breathing like she had run a mile. One of her hands went to mine, and she squeezed it.

With Thilli gone, I got a wonderful view of Cirro’s magnificent ass right in front of me. That thing was magical, just two perfectly round globes of green flesh. I reached out and slapped my palm on one of her cheeks. Cirro had both arms around Anna and was thoroughly kissing her, but she giggled and shook her rear end at me. I spanked her again and she let out a little yelp.

“Finally, my turn,” Cirro said, breaking away from Anna. She gave me one of her mischievous, slightly lopsided grins as she turned around.

Unable to resist, I slapped her on the ass one last time. She laughed and shuffled up my body until she could press her lips right against mine. Both of her hands went to my hair and she pressed her crotch against my mouth, eager for me to please her.

And please her I did. I worked my tongue in and out of her a few times, licked her from the bottom of her vagina all the way to her clitoris, then began rubbing her love button side-to-side with my tongue. She sighed happily and settled in place, wiggling her bottom once. I reached around and gave it a hefty squeeze.

Anna was still riding me hard and fast. After having came so many times in a day, it was taking me forever to cum, and that was okay. I enjoyed the extra time with these women. I released my grip on Cirro’s bottom and let my hands find Anna’s hips instead. Gripping them tightly, I thrust deep and hard into her, over and over.

Lossia finally caught her breath and wrapped her arms around Cirro. My view from between her thighs was pretty awesome and mostly consisted of Cirro’s flat stomach and the underside of her breasts. Lossia’s huge breasts were suddenly there, pressing against her as the two beauties kissed.

After all this, I finally felt myself reaching orgasm. I gripped Anna’s waist tightly and thrust my hips up, pounding her like a jackhammer. Cirro began trembling against my face just as a tingle in my lower abdomen grew and exploded.

Some things never get old. Cumming inside a beautiful woman was definitely one of those.

As I erupted inside of Anna, Cirro reached orgasm as well. She breathed heavily, her moans absorbed by Lossia’s mouth just as my own moans were muffled by Cirro’s pussy. We came simultaneously, both of us twitching and groaning. Cirro finally moved off my face and laid against the pillows, her smile bright and her face radiant.

Anna continued riding me after I finished, not stopping until I was too soft to continue. She rolled over onto her side and immediately reached down, rubbing herself. From where I was, I had a perfect view of her, legs spread wide, my cum leaking from her wet pussy.

Seeing this, Lossia crawled forwards. “Let me finish you off,” she said, and buried her face between Anna’s slender thighs.

Unable to resist, I reached out and grabbed onto Lossia’s bottom. I was beyond exhausted, but her ass was just irresistible. I gave it a good squeeze as the voluptuous woman licked at Anna’s pussy.

Anna had been close when she rolled off me, so it only took seconds for Lossia to get her there. She threw her head back and called out Lossia’s name amidst several loud moans, wrapping her legs around the woman’s shoulders.

Cirro suddenly crawled across me towards the other two women. She placed a kiss on Lossia’s round bottom, then went to work on Anna. She kissed her way up the woman’s slender body, then sat right down on the woman’s face. Anna’s moans were muffled by Cirro’s pussy, but none of them slowed down a bit. Lossia wiggled her hips as she continued licking Anna.

After wiping my mouth clean on the sheet, I reached over and grabbed Thilli. I pulled her on top of me, then wrapped my arms around her. Her hair draped all around our heads and we kissed softly.

“You taste like pussy,” she said with a laugh.

“I love you, Thilli,” I said, and kissed her again.

She sighed and kissed me back, then wiped her lips on my shoulder. Next to us, Anna and Cirro reached orgasm at the same time. Thilli laid her head on my shoulder and I held her tightly.

“I love you too, Andrew,” she whispered against my neck.

I reached over and grabbed Lossia’s butt again, and smiled. These women were going to be my wives. We were building a mansion, and we were going to raise a half dozen kids together.

I was pretty sure that moment was the happiest I’d ever been.
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That night my sleep was deep and dreamless. My exhaustion was so great that I didn’t even roll around in my sleep; I woke up around twelve hours later, still in the same exact position. Thilli was cuddled against my arm, and Lossia had her hand and face against my shoulder. Anna was curled up on my thigh like a cat, and Cirro somehow managed to get herself facing the complete opposite direction, with her legs on mine and her head halfway off the bed.

Since my arm was still around Lossia, the first thing I did upon waking was squeeze her against me. I kissed her cheek and she smiled, though her eyes were still closed.

“Good morning, honey,” she said sleepily, then immediately rolled over and pressed her butt against me.

Upon hearing Lossia speak, Thilli yawned and woke up. She was often a light sleeper. She rolled off my arm and stretched her arms over her head, then yawned delicately. Anna began stirring and Cirro snorted herself awake.

With the way Lossia rubbed her butt on me, I couldn’t tell if she was trying to turn me on or get comfortable. It was a new day, though, and my hormones were raging. Those perfectly round cheeks of hers against my hip were just begging for me.

She was still lying on my left arm, so I reached over with my right and grabbed onto her ass, nice and firmly. She giggled and wiggled her hips, and I kept squeezing it. I let one of my fingertips enter her pussy, and found her soaking wet.

“Well, someone’s awake,” Anna said, as my erection pulled the sheet against her face. She laughed and moved the sheet down, exposing my naked body. With a smile, she reached out and grabbed onto my member. “Breakfast in bed,” she said, and immediately began sucking on me.

Thilli swung her legs over the side of the bed and pushed herself to her feet. “You guys have some fun,” she said, slowly crossing the room. “I’m gonna have a bath.”

My full attention went back to Lossia. More specifically, to her magnificent ass. I continued to work the tip of my finger in and out of her while she moaned softly and pushed her ass against me. Desire, hot and strong, welled up inside me.

“If this thing gets any harder I’m going to hand it over to a blacksmith to make a sword out of,” Anna said, giving my dick a squeeze. She laughed and went back to sucking on it, but I pulled out of her mouth a moment later. She pouted.

“What are you doing?” Lossia said, looking over her shoulder at me.

“You,” I said, curling my body around her.

My erection pressed against her ass, and I covered her shoulder and the back of her neck with kisses. Not wanting to be left out, Anna crawled up to us and started kissing Lossia’s thigh, then worked her way up the woman’s side and to her huge breasts. Lossia closed her eyes and moaned happily as we both covered her with kisses.

Cirro was finally waking. When she sat up, the first thing she saw was the three of us making out. She rubbed her eyes, then focused on us again.

“I definitely don’t want to miss this,” she said, then crawled over to us. “Who’s doing what?”

I knelt on the bed, then reached down and picked Lossia up by her waist. After setting her in front of me, she immediately rubbed her ass against my erection and watched me over her shoulder. A bit of fear was visible in her gaze, but desire was stronger. She bent over, then reached behind her and grabbed onto my member, lining it up with her ass.

“A bit of help here, ladies?” I said.

“Oh, we’ll get you ready,” Anna said.

“Damn right. And she’s not the only one getting it, either,” Cirro said.

I leaned back slightly and Cirro and Anna flanked me, each taking a moment to suck on my erection. Cirro grabbed onto Lossia’s beautiful round ass and spread her cheeks, then spat on her asshole.

Seeing Lossia bent over in front of me, I wanted nothing more than to slide all the way home inside her pussy. She still wasn’t ready for that, though, so I got to enjoy the next best thing.

Anna grabbed the base of my dick and spat on the tip. I leaned forwards and she lined it up with Lossia’s hole. Cirro continued holding Lossia’s cheeks apart.

I pushed against her tight little asshole gently, working it in a quarter inch at a time. This was a good time to be gentle, even though the sight of her perfect ass right in front of me had me overflowing with lust.

Once I got the head inside, Lossia moaned loudly and pushed back against me, taking half of my cock in one swift motion. Both Anna and Cirro spat on my dick and I worked it in and out a few times, ensuring the entire shaft was good and slick. Then I gently pushed it all the way inside.

“By the gods, Andrew,” Lossia said as she backed up against me.

I reached down and grabbed onto her waist, marveling at the roundness of her rear end as my cock split it in two. I held her there for a moment, her tight asshole stretched around the base of my cock, then began moving my hips back and forth.

Lossia moaned loudly, and Anna and Cirro spent their energy kissing and caressing every part of her. After a moment they both leaned over the top of the bent-over Lossia and kissed each other passionately. Cirro took a moment to place her hands on Lossia’s ass and squeezed and spread her cheeks, helping me get nice and deep.

“I can’t wait for my turn,” Cirro said, watching my cock disappear inside Lossia’s ass. “I’ve only done this a few times, but I loved it. You want to try, Anna?”

Anna bit her lip as she watched me pound Lossia’s ass. The voluptuous woman in my hands moaned loudly with every thrust. “I don’t think I’m ready for that yet,” Anna said after a moment. She was clearly turned on by watching it, though.

“I certainly am,” Cirro said with a grin. She slapped her hand down on each of Lossia’s cheeks, bringing a sharp yelp from her. “Let’s put that mouth to good use,” she said, and moved beneath her.

Cirro shimmied on her back so that her pussy was directly in front of Lossia’s face. She reached down and took Lossia by the hair, then pulled Lossia’s lips right onto her pussy. Lossia immediately started pleasing her, and Cirro leaned her head back and smiled with her eyes closed.

Lossia’s ass was as tight as it was beautiful, so I slowed down and paced myself. Anna straightened up and wrapped her arms around me and we kissed while I kept pumping myself in and out of Lossia. As Anna’s arms wrapped around me tightly, I slowed down even further, wanting that moment to last.

I thrust into Lossia’s ass with long, deep strokes, giving her my full length each time. She moaned against Cirro’s pussy, barely able to focus. Cirro had her by the hair though, and kept her in place.

Perhaps it was her level of excitement, but it only took a short time for Cirro to reach orgasm. Her fingers tangled in Lossia’s hair and her legs wrapped around the woman’s neck and shoulders, pinning her in place. I took that moment to give Lossia a few hard thrusts.

When Cirro finally relaxed, she crawled out from beneath Lossia and looked excitedly at me. I knelt there with my arms around Anna and smiled at her.

“I’m sorry, my love,” Cirro said, leaning down to speak softly into Lossia’s ear. “I want him to fuck my ass as well. If you want his cum, you can still have that.”

“Please?” Lossia said as she backed up against me, taking my full length.

“Of course,” Cirro said, leaning down and kissing her. She pointed onto the bed. “Lie down on your back.”

Lossia slowly pulled forwards until I fell out of her ass. Breathing heavily, she flopped onto her back with her supple thighs spread wide. Cirro immediately laid on top of her and began kissing the woman. Cirro’s rear end was in the air, and she reached back with both hands and spread her ass for me.

“Hold on,” Anna said. She bent down and spat directly on Cirro’s asshole.

“Thanks, love,” Cirro said, smiling back at the blue-haired woman.

“Anything for you dear,” Anna said, slapping Cirro on the ass.

I lined my cock up with Cirro’s tight hole and gave it a gentle push. It took two tries, but the tip finally entered her ass. Cirro moaned loudly against Lossia’s lips and backed up against me, as much as Lossia’s thighs would allow.

I grabbed onto Cirro’s ass with both hands and squeezed it while gently working myself in and out of it. This was the first time we were doing this, so I wanted to go slowly. Cirro had other ideas, though. After the first thrust, she pushed herself back against me until her ass cheeks were resting against my lower abdomen. It was a sight to behold.

“That is so hot,” Anna said, watching intently as I began thrusting into Cirro’s ass. She reached between her thighs and began rubbing herself, then leaned her head up and went back to kissing me.

Cirro and Lossia kissed each other the entire time, while their hands roamed each other’s bodies. Cirro reached up and grabbed onto Lossia’s massive breasts and began sucking on them, while Lossia reached back and grabbed onto Cirro’s ass, spreading it for me.

I delighted in the whole thing, smiling as I kissed Anna. I slapped my palm onto Cirro’s ass as I thrust into it. This was a wonderful way to start the morning.

I felt myself getting close, so I slowed down and gently removed myself from Cirro’s ass. I lowered myself and pushed back inside Lossia’s ass, and after a couple gentle thrusts began pounding her. She moaned loudly against Cirro’s mouth.

My hands squeezed Cirro’s ass hard as I came inside Lossia. Anna held my face against hers and kissed me as I jerked and grunted and filled Lossia’s ass up. I twitched a few times when I was done, and Anna finally released me.

“I love it when you cum,” she whispered against my lips with a smile.

I couldn’t even respond. I was completely drained from that bit of morning action. After slowly pulling out of Lossia’s ass, I flopped onto my back. Lossia and Cirro stayed in place for a moment, kissing and holding each other.

Eventually, I rolled off the bed, just as Thilli was drying off from her bath. She had planned for this, and servants were already refilling the bathtub for me.

“Thanks, Thilli,” I said, leaning forward to kiss her.

I went to brush my teeth and something dawned on me. I didn’t have morning breath. It wasn’t perfect, but I didn’t have the typical stinky morning breath that all humans got. Goblins never got it—from what I had deduced, it had something to do with their saliva being naturally antibacterial or something similar. It appears the potion Ulenor had me drink when I first arrived had changed me further. Once again, for the better.

After brushing my teeth, I hopped in the bath. Cirro and Lossia finally finished with each other and they walked across the room, hand in hand. Anna trailed a few feet behind them, and went to the washbasin.

All in all, a great way to start my final day in the city.
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Once we were all cleaned up, Thilli and I got dressed while the rest of my wives ate breakfast. Today it was something that looked like oatmeal topped with a variety of fresh fruit. To my surprise, no cheese was included with this meal—goblins seemed to eat cheese on everything.

Lossia barely waited to dry herself off before rushing to me. She hugged me so tightly I was afraid she was going to break a rib.

“Thank you for that,” she said, looking up at me.

I bent down and kissed her tenderly, and made sure to reach around and grab her ass. She loved it when I did that. “On the contrary, thank you,” I replied. “I wasn’t sure if you were going to be comfortable doing it with the other ladies there.”

“That was a lot of fun,” she said, and stretched up to kiss me again.

“It sure was,” Cirro said, reaching out and slapping Lossia on her bare ass. Not waiting on the other woman to move, Cirro wrapped her arms around both of us.

“You all make my life so wonderful,” I said.

“Damn right, we do,” Anna said. She was busy getting dressed, but shot me a grin.

“At least we got plenty of sleep,” Thilli said as she stamped her feet into her boots. “So this morning shouldn’t be too difficult, right?”

“As long as I don’t wear myself out before we even get there,” I said, squeezing my arms around Lossia and Cirro. Lossia giggled, and I reached out and took Cirro’s hand and kissed it. “I’ll meet you back here in a little more than an hour,” I told Lossia, then kissed her.

“Think you’ll be able to visit me after lunch?” Anna asked, then looked over at Thilli. “Both of you, maybe?”

I shook my head. “Sorry, I’ll be with Lossia up at the rock quarry to the north. I’ll see you this evening, though.”

Anna pouted slightly and looked over at Thilli again, who pretended not to notice. She definitely had a bit of a crush on Thilli. Not that I could blame her; Thilli was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, human or goblin. I had never seen an elven woman, but I had a feeling even they wouldn’t be as beautiful as Thilli.

“I suppose we had better get moving,” Thilli said.

“You’re right,” I muttered. “Last thing I need to do is show up too late. Someone needs to invent alarm clocks so we can all be in one place at the same time,” I said.

“The mayor has a clock,” Lossia said, running a soft brush through her hair. “My father has one, as well. They’re really quite amazing, and rare.”

“Well, that’s a start,” I said. No telling how accurate they were. Maybe Ulenor had a spell that could work.

I grabbed a few grapes from the silver platter on my way out the door with Thilli close behind. Today I wore no jacket, just my breeches and a shirt with my sword belted over it. I did wear a cloak, however. The weather was getting chilly, there was no avoiding it.

Thilli was in her usual, a shirt with billowing sleeves—dark gray, today—and a snug fitting vest so dark it looked black, just like her tight breeches. Her cloak was black with silver flowers embroidered around the edges and on the hood. With her black hair and dark clothing, I wanted to make a joke about her being my gothic goblin girlfriend, but I avoided. That one definitely wouldn’t make sense in this world.

The moment we exited the temple a gust of wind blew my cloak out behind me. I grabbed it and held it closed with one hand in front of my chest. Thilli did the same.

“How cold does it get here in the winter?” I asked.

“Not too bad,” Thilli replied. “Not as cold as Holmar, although we get more snow than them. York is warmer, due to them being much further south and on the sea. They mostly just get cold rain in the winter.” Her frown expressed her thoughts on that.

“I hate cold rain,” I said as we both turned down a side street. “If the weather is going to be cold, I at least want some snow. At least I can shovel snow out of the way. There isn’t any real way to avoid misery when it’s cold and raining, unless you just stay inside all the time.”

Together we walked quickly towards the military district, or Fort Andrew as I joked in my mind. Walking at that pace not only got us there faster, but helped warm our bodies. The sudden chill caught me off guard, but I liked it. Something about the weather made me feel invigorated.

“At least the exercise will warm us,” Thilli said, holding her cloak shut with both hands.

“My thoughts exactly,” I said.

A few minutes later, we arrived in the military district. We walked among the buildings until we reached the training field. By the time we arrived there, soldiers were already well into their workout; breath misted in front of their mouths. They were doing pushup drills at the moment, under the watchful eye of their platoon leaders. Captain Muller stood nearby, overseeing the entire thing.

Thilli and I walked up to the captain and I clapped him on the back.

“Good morning, Andrew,” he said, saluting me.

I saluted him back. “Good morning, Captain. How goes the training?”

“Just running them through some pushup drills at the moment. Pullups are next. Are you two here to join us?”

I smiled and turned to Thilli. “Absolutely. My lady?” I bowed slightly and waved her onto the field. She glared at me as she walked by, but I saw a hint of a smile on her lips.

We both shed our cloaks when we got to the field near the soldiers. Several of them called out some form of greeting towards us, and I waved in return. Thilli and I got on the ground and did a few pushups to warm our muscles up, then joined in the workout. At the moment, they were doing what felt like thirty seconds of pushups followed by thirty seconds of rest.

I pounded out each set of pushups with a strength I had never before felt. Thilli did well, outdoing some of the men—something that the platoon leaders noticed and used to motivate their soldiers.

My heart was pumping at a nice rate when we finished the pushups. I helped Thilli to her feet, then we walked towards the pullup bars. A few of the soldiers got there before us, and they formed into lines behind the bars. The one on the far right, they left open for us.

“Don’t show off too much,” Thilli said as I reached up and grabbed the bar.

“Gotta stay strong,” I said with a grin.

I wasn’t trying to set a personal record like last time, but I did want to make sure I got a good workout. I powered through a set of twenty reps, then released the bar and dropped to the ground. My lats were good and pumped after that. I stepped out of the way so Thilli could take her turn.

“Need any help?” I asked. Pullups were difficult for most people, but women especially.

“Aren’t you funny?” Thilli asked. At her sharp look I took a step back. She jumped and grabbed onto the bar, took a deep breath, then proceeded to slowly perform five reps with strict form.

“That was great,” I told her when she was done. I started to pat her on the back but caught myself. Thilli would probably punch me for that one.

“Thanks,” she said. I could tell she wasn’t always comfortable with accepting praise. Her face flushed just slightly, but she gave me a smile after a moment.

We took turns, and together knocked out a second set, then a third, then a fourth. After that we offered words of encouragement to the soldiers, cheering them on so they would push themselves a bit harder.

“Intensity is everything,” I told them. “Many of you have limits in your mind that prevent you from reaching your full potential. Once you remove those boundaries that you’ve placed around yourself, you’d be surprised at just how hard you can push yourself and how strong you can be.”

“Mister motivational speech over here,” Thilli said with a grin.

“Hey, I’m just trying to help,” I said.

Captain Muller approached us and I made eye contact with him, then jerked my eyes to the pullup bars and raised an eyebrow in question. He grinned and nodded. I didn’t want to call him out if he wasn’t able to do them; soldiers needed to respect their leadership, and showing them a physically weak leader just wouldn’t do. But at his nod, I decided to go ahead.

“Come on and join us, Captain,” I said, waving him towards the bar.

“Show us what you’ve got, sir!” one of the soldiers shouted. This would be a good opportunity for Captain Muller, as long as he did well. Fortunately, I knew he took this sort of thing seriously.

He jumped up and grabbed onto the bar, took a few deep breaths, then started. The first three came easily, then he slowed down a bit. After eight pullups, he completed half a rep, his arms shaking, then dropped to the ground.

“Nice!” one of the soldiers called out. His voice sounded like the same one that had encouraged him in the first place.

“Good job, sir!” another soldier said.

Captain Muller turned and briefly gave me a wry look before turning back to the soldiers. “Keep up the good work, men. You’re all doing great. Don’t think for a minute that your leaders haven’t seen the effort you’ve put in over the past weeks.”

I took a step back and grabbed Thilli’s hand. We were done for the day, so I let Captain Muller take over. He and the lieutenants clapped and cheered on each soldier that went through the line. Many of the men still needed plenty of help to complete any reps, but they were slowly getting stronger. The steady progress was great to see.

Captain Muller completed his second set once all the other soldiers had gone through again. He dropped to the ground, breathing heavily, and turned to me. “Will you be here tomorrow?” he asked. “We’re working our legs tomorrow. Squats and lunges until we’re blue in the face.”

“Tempting,” I replied. “But tomorrow morning we’re leaving. Heading south, to the Drowned Lands.”

Captain Muller’s face paled upon hearing that. “By the gods, why would anyone ever want to go there?” he asked quietly.

Explaining it would take too much time, so I just kept things simple. “I have to,” I said with a shrug.

He made a sign with his hand as if warding off evil. “Well, Zozella be with you. That’s a horrible place.”

“We’ll be okay, but thank you for the blessing,” I told him. He saluted me, I returned the gesture, and then Thilli and I left.
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Ikept Thilli’s hand in mine as we walked back towards the temple. With trees in every park, the city was filled with orange and yellow leaves, and they were beginning to litter the roads. Well, perhaps litter was the wrong word; I never was one of those people that freaked out when any dead leaves hit my lawn. I recognized it benefitted the grass and the local ecosystem.

“Where do they take the dead leaves?” I asked.

“Every morning, workers take them to a building where they’re broken down and turned into fertilizer,” Thilli answered. “It takes a while for the leaves to turn back to dirt, but with the help of some worms, this year’s leaves will help next year’s crops grow. All of Brovania does this. Well, as best as we can; York is rather busy so it can be difficult. But we try our best.”

“That’s great,” I said.

“I hope breakfast is good,” Thilli said. “After that, I’m starving.”

“Is it ever not good?” I asked. “So far, every bit of goblin food I’ve had has been wonderful. Travel food not included.”

As soon as we got to the temple, one of the servants brought a silver tray piled with food for us. It was more of that oatmeal-like substance in two bowls, with some fruit and a few slices of warm, crusty bread with dark jam spread on them.

“I hope this meets the standard,” I said as I popped a piece of bread in my mouth. The flavor of the jam was unfamiliar to me. Something like figs, but richer. Maybe figs with cinnamon and butter? I wasn’t entirely sure.

“Breakfast was always a big deal in my house,” Thilli said, looking over the food. “My mother took it very seriously. Every morning she woke an hour before anyone else and started cooking. There was no telling what she would make; each day was different. But it was always wonderful. We all sat around the table and ate and talked and enjoyed being around each other. My father often worked late, so he rarely ate dinner with us.”

“Do you want to do something like that for us?” I asked cautiously. I didn’t want to relegate a general’s daughter to a life of working in the kitchen, after all.

She shrugged. “I’m not sure. We’ll have more mouths to feed, so I’ll probably do something simpler than her. Maybe Cirro can help. I do like the thought of it, though. All of us seated around a huge table, children as well.” She took a bite of the oatmeal. “I want us to make our own family traditions, based on what we like. Not just because we grew up doing something.”

“I like that,” I said. “I don’t know any of your holidays yet, so everything will be a blank slate with me. Back home, I feel like far too many holidays turned into little more than sweets and cheap plastic shit bought on sale. Do you celebrate the winter solstice or anything like that? The shortest day and longest night of the year?”

Thilli nodded. “We have Iyva Serin. It’s the day we broke free from the elves and fled their lands. Legend has it our ancestors chose that day specifically because it was the shortest; they ran all night to escape the elves. We celebrate it by gathering together with our family and friends for a night of good food and wine. Blessings are given, especially to the children, and people say what they’re thankful for. If two men have been quarreling during the year, they put their differences aside and end their fight on Iyva Serin. No violence is allowed on that day, under any circumstances.”

“Do you decorate for it?” I asked.

“Yes,” Thilli said. “We honor the trees, as they provided us with cover in the darkness as we hid from the elves. Sometimes children fasten small branches—twigs—on their head, like antlers, so we remember the animals that fed us as we escaped into the forest. We tie red ribbons to many of the trees within the city to remember those that died.”

“The name doesn’t sound like any goblin words I’ve heard before,” I said.

Thilli looked down. “That’s because the name is in the elven language. I don’t speak it, but it means ‘day of freedom,’ or something similar. Our elders decided to keep the day’s name in the elven language so we would never forget the horrors of our past.”

I frowned as I thought about it. “I’m sorry for how much stress this wine trade has caused you and everyone else,” I said quietly.

“It’s okay, Andrew,” she replied softly, meeting my eyes. “I understand what you’re doing. The sad reality is we can’t defeat the elves; even with you here, if they really wanted to conquer us they probably could. Making some semblance of peace with them is the best option for our long-term survival. No one would admit it, but we need real peace with the elves.”

I chewed on a piece of fruit as I pondered her words. The notion that the elves could conquer the goblins bothered me. Perhaps it shouldn’t have, but it did. All the work we were doing to improve Gillamoor’s defenses would help that immensely. I did my best to put the thoughts out of my mind. A war wasn’t going to break out with the elves. I was worrying over nothing.

The door opened and Lossia walked in. She wore a thick dress of finely spun red wool, and as usual it emphasized rather than concealed her delicious curves. She pushed the door closed behind her with a slippered foot.

“Good morning,” she said, smiling at both of us as she crossed the room. “I hope everything is going well so far for both of you.” She pulled her wardrobe open and selected a dark cloak, lined with fur.

“Yeah,” I said. “I mean, nothing has really happened yet. We just exercised with the soldiers. Turns out Thilli is pretty strong, although I think she tries to hide it.”

Thilli hid her blush by stuffing a piece of bread and jam into her mouth. She gave me a warning glare but I decided to continue, perhaps because she had been a bit prickly this morning.

“We didn’t stay to train with swords or spears or the bow, which is probably good. I have a feeling Thilli would have kicked half of their asses.”

“Oh, enough,” she said, placing her hand on my knee. “I’m the daughter of a general, Andrew. Of course I grew up learning how to fight with a sword, even if I just thought of it as a game at the time. It’s only natural that I would know how to use one more than others.”

“I’ve seen you fight Nerras before,” I said, placing my hand atop hers. “You pushed him pretty hard. Hell, you used your magic and knocked him over once and damn near hit him with your sword. Thilli, no one lands any hits against Nerras. I mean, christ, the guy once killed a minotaur by himself.”

“So did you,” she said, raising an eyebrow as if she had just got the upper hand in the conversation.

“Yeah but I’m twice his size. Literally,” I said. “And even that doesn’t matter. The guy can kick my ass.”

“You just learned how to fight with a sword two months ago,” Thilli said, crossing her arms.

I threw my hands in the air. “You’re going to accept a compliment or I’m going to turn you over my knee.”

Thilli laughed.

“When you two are done arguing about who is better with a sword, I’d like to interject,” Lossia said.

“Sorry,” I said with a laugh. “I blame Thilli.”

Thilli opened her mouth to retort but Lossia jumped in.

“We need to leave soon for the quarry if we’re going to get any work done today,” she said. “I figured we’d do it the same way we did the foundation, with me channeling your power. That will be the fastest way to deal with all the stone we need to handle.”

I slapped my palms on my thighs and stood up. “That sounds great,” I said. “Thilli, did you want to come with us?” As prickly as she could be at times, I loved being around her. Similar to Cirro, her sassiness was a spice that made daily life more delicious.

“No, I have some things I need to do,” she said. She reached over and grabbed a grape from the silver platter and popped it into her mouth. “I’ll be here when you get back, though.”

“Put on a jacket,” Lossia said. “It’s cold outside, and we’re going farther north.”

She was right. I walked over to my wardrobe, removing my cloak as I went there, and picked out a jacket. Since it was cold outside, I selected a dark gray jacket. I suppose I had been influenced by the color of Thilli’s shirt. I didn’t have a proper winter cloak, but mine would be fine when worn with the jacket. Although I made a mental note to ask Trina for something warmer for when the weather turned truly cold. Lossia’s fur-lined cloak looked incredibly cozy.

After putting on my jacket, I paused for a moment. I hadn’t given a thought to buckling on my sword belt, but then I remembered that images mattered. I certainly didn’t feel like any hero, more like a regular guy fumbling his way through historical events. However, many of the people of Gillamoor saw me as a hero, so I wanted to look the part. I buckled my sword belt over my jacket, then fastened my cloak at my throat.

“You look good,” Thilli said, walking up to me. She brushed an invisible piece of lint from my shoulder and her fingers trailed down my chest.

“Are you feeling alright?” I asked quietly, just for the two of us. She had been off all day.

“I’m fine,” she said, looking down at the buttons of my jacket as she fiddled with them. “I’ve just been thinking about our journey tomorrow. I know we’ll be fine, but….”

“Trust me, I understand,” I told her quietly. I was tempted to tell her that I was scared shitless, but that wouldn’t accomplish anything except to reinforce her fears. She needed my confidence right now more than anything. “We’re going to be just fine, Thilli. After what we went through to kill Odewyn, this will be easy.”

“You’re right,” she said. She went up onto her toes and kissed me, then stepped away. “That’s a good color on you, Lossia,” she said, smiling. “You two have fun. I want my kitchen, the sooner, the better.” With that, she left the room.

“Is she alright?” Lossia asked, stepping close to me.

“Yeah, she’s okay,” I said, wrapping my arms around Lossia. “We have a dangerous trip coming up tomorrow, and to be honest it’s quite terrifying. She’s just worried about that.”

“The rest of us are worried as well,” Lossia said, hugging me tightly. “Andrew, we all know you’re a capable man, but this is like something from a nightmare. I want you to understand that no one has ever gone to the Drowned Lands and returned. Everything dies there.”

“That’s because they didn’t have the magical amulet that I got from Odewyn’s corpse,” I replied. “The poison can’t hurt us. With my new crossbow, nothing will get close to us. It’s a terrifying place to go, but we’re going to be okay, I promise.”

Lossia looked up at me, her big green eyes filled with sudden concern. “Okay, Andrew. I trust you.”

“Everything’s going to be fine, I promise,” I said to her, hoping I was telling the truth. “Now, let’s go to that quarry.”
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Lossia and I left the temple and walked around to the rear, where the stable was located. She had apparently planned well for this, as two horses were waiting for us. One, a sleek piebald mare, was hers. Next to it was a giant beast of a horse, almost like a clydesdale. It towered over Lossia’s horse and its shoulder and rump bulged with muscle.

“Where did they find this thing?” I asked, cautiously approaching the huge horse. It almost looked like a caricature of a horse, drawn too large. It eyed me suspiciously, then craned its neck to sniff me loudly. Its breath felt like a leaf blower pelting me.

Lossia smiled. “This is a surprise I’ve been waiting weeks for,” she said, barely able to contain her excitement. “Andrew, my father sent this horse for you. We knew you needed something larger, on account of how much larger you are than us, so my father had the largest and finest horse in the land sent here.”

“Holy shit,” I said, taking another step towards the beast.

It seemed okay with my scent, so I reached up and brushed my hand along its nose. It snorted and flicked its head, knocking my hand out of the way with a small show of attitude. My heart leaped at the feeling—it didn’t hurt, but the sheer amount of power this animal had was terrifying. If he were to kick me or attack me in any way, there was nothing I could do to stop him. He would trample me like a giant stepping on a child.

“Yes, be careful with him,” Lossia said. “His name was Mountain, but he’s still young. If you want to rename him, he’ll take to a new one quickly.”

“What am I going to call you?” I asked the huge horse. Goblins were small people, so I had always expected smaller horses from them. This horse was large, even for my world. Hell, it bordered on ridiculous. That being said, it deserved a ridiculous name.

“Are you going to rename him?” Lossia asked.

“Yeah,” I said, gently raising my hand and placing it on the horse’s head. I rubbed up his nose, and he lowered his massive head so I could scratch between his ears. “What do you think about being called Winston Churchorse?”

Lossia gave me a flat look. “What?”

“No, scratch that. How about Gilbert?” Honestly, I had no clue what to name a horse.

Lossia gave an exasperated sigh. “Andrew, I’m not sure if that’s some kind of joke from your world, but that’s a horrible name.”

“Don’t tell Gilbert Gottfried that. Okay, how about Jay Cutler? You’re a big dude, after all.”

“That has to be an inside joke,” Lossia said.

“Dave Mustang,” I said.

“Andrew,” Lossia warned.

“Jim Horison.”

“Andrew!”

“Okay, okay,” I said. “Taco.” I patted the horse—Taco—on the nose.

Lossia gave me a dangerous look. “And what is that?”

I thought for a moment. “Imagine the happiest moment of your life, like the best thing that’s ever happened. Aside from meeting me, that is,” I added with a grin. “Now imagine being able to eat that happy feeling. That’s a taco.”

Lossia’s flat look didn’t change. “Andrew, are you naming that majestic animal after food?”

I met her gaze and didn’t blink. “Yes. Yes, I am. This is the best horse, and tacos are the best food. I’m not budging on that.” I rubbed the horse’s nose again. “Isn’t that right, Taco?”

Taco snorted.

“You see?” I said. “He likes it.”

Lossia laughed and shook her head. “Sometimes there’s just no winning with you,” she said.

“Hopefully Vogrim will think that soon,” I said with a grin. “Come on, let’s go.”

I kept my hand on Taco’s nose, then ran it up between his ears—a stretch, the bastard was tall as hell—and scratched his shoulders. He was already saddled, so I pulled myself up and sat down. Being used to my scent, he didn’t balk at all. I patted him on the shoulder, grateful for the huge beast. Maybe I could get some armor made for him as well, so we could ride into battle like a medieval tank.

“Ready?” Lossia asked, her piebald mare stepping delicately.

“Ready when you are,” I said, settling into my saddle.

Sitting in a saddle was just as uncomfortable as I remembered. To make things worse, My gigantic horse Taco lurched into a lumbering walk that had me bouncing and moving about. Holy shit, I needed to invent cars or trains or something.

I moved Taco next to Lossia and her horse and together we rode through the city. People stared at us as we went by, the hero from the Battle of Gillamor and one of the Mothers of a New Age. I threw my cloak back over one shoulder, pretending the chilly air didn’t bother me even though I was a Florida native and felt like I was slowly turning into an icicle.

“Hail the Mothers!” an elderly woman called out as we rode by. Lossia raised her hand politely, looking like a queen on her horse. Watching her, I began to wonder what I did right in my past life to deserve a woman like her.

When we approached the main gate, several of the archers atop the gatehouse called out in greeting. I saluted them as we passed through.

“This is going well,” Lossia said, looking at the moat that extended from one side of the main road.

“Hold on,” I said, pulling Taco to a halt. The moat being only on one side drove me nuts. I knew the men working on the moat would finish it soon, but it still bothered me.

I opened myself to my magical well and pulled power into myself. Not a huge amount, but enough to get the job done. Focusing on the ground on the left side of the road into the city, I began moving soil.

Working as Lossia had shown me, I sent dirt skyward in a geyser, clearing a trench ten feet deep and twenty feet wide. I made it a hundred feet long, which was roughly the limit of my power, and sent the excess dirt into neat piles in front of the city.

“What was that for?” Lossia asked. “Nice job, by the way. I’m glad to see you paid attention to what I taught you.”

“I just want this moat done,” I replied. “If it can be done by the next wine trade, we’ll be all the better for it. Assuming we still have wine to trade, that is.”

“Thilli mentioned her father was sending a dozen more casks,” Lossia said. “That should be enough for a few weeks.”

“Perfect,” I said. “I’m just making sure I do my part to get this done.” I avoided mentioning that I was impatient and wanted a moat around the city more than anything else. As far as fortifications went, that was one of the most important.

“Well, for now let’s focus on our house,” Lossia said, and steered her horse to the left.

I set my horse to follow hers for a moment, then moved up next to her. We circled around the side of the city—I suppose it was the eastern side of the city—and eventually made our way north.

“Right this way,” Lossia said, as she steered us towards a faded path that led further north.

Immediately, I could tell that this path had been used regularly in the past but not as much recently. Vogrim’s minions had raided Gillamoor much more often in recent times than at any point in the past, so that made sense. People were afraid to travel north, as north was closer to this sorcerer that wanted to conquer everything.

“We’re just cutting stone today, right?” I asked.

“That’s right,” Lossia replied with a polite smile. She seemed hesitant about something, but I couldn’t quite place it.

“Hey, is everything okay, Lossia?” I asked.

She paused a moment before turning to me and smiling. “Of course, Andrew. Why do you ask?”

I smiled back. “You know you’re a bad liar, right?”

Her smile faded into a frown. “My mother always said the same thing. She said I needed to learn how to lie better if I was to manipulate my future husband.” She turned to me and shrugged. “She wasn’t planning on me marrying a pink-skinned alien from a different world, after all.”

I laughed. No other response seemed appropriate.

“I’m just….” Lossia began. “I want to make sure you’re happy with me. We’ve done things several times now, but differently than the other women. I don’t want you to feel like…. I don’t know. I’m not sure what I’m saying.”

But I understood it perfectly. She was still afraid to go all the way with me and have vaginal intercourse. She was terrified of getting pregnant, even though she had signed up to do exactly that. As a substitute, we did anal. And let me tell you, having anal sex with the nicest ass I had ever seen in my life was something special, especially when she wanted me to do it to her over and over again.

“It’s okay,” I replied. “I know what you’re trying to say. And trust me, nothing is wrong. I have no complaints.” I wasn’t quite sure how to tell her that her ass was one of the most amazing things I had ever felt, and word it poetically, the way a princess would appreciate. But then again, I had never expected to fuck a princess’ ass.

Lossia nudged her horse closer to mine. “Are you sure, Andrew? After all you’ve done with the others—Cirro is already pregnant, and Thilli probably is as well. Anna will probably be pregnant within a month or two. I don’t want you to feel like you’re missing out with me.”

I wasn’t sure where this lack of confidence came from, but I wanted to stamp it out. “Listen,” I said. “If you and I never had sex again, I would still marry you, and that’s the truth. You might be on a different timeline than others, but that doesn’t mean anything is wrong with you. I love you, Lossia, and every moment I’m around you, I’m happy.” That last sentence really summed up how I felt. There was no other way to put it.

She beamed a smile at me and reached her hand out towards me. I took her slender hand in mine and gripped it tightly.

“I mean it,” I said. “You make me happy, Lossia. Just waking up every morning with you lying on me is amazing.”

Lossia blushed and glanced at me. “You’re sweet,” she said, then set herself to looking at the expansive land ahead of her. It suddenly dawned on me that as a princess, she almost certainly had never experienced dating. She certainly never experienced the heartbreaking horrors of a middle school breakup. In fact, some of her simultaneous innocence and forwardness began to make sense the more I thought about it.

“Lossia, have you ever dated anyone before?” I asked, then immediately realized that word probably wasn’t in common use here. “Have you ever spent time with a man, romantically, before me? Have any other men tried to win you over?”

She shook her head as if the very thought was foreign. “Why no, Andrew. Not to sound like a prude, but I’m a princess. I didn’t exactly spend my teenage years experimenting with boys like Cirro. Instead, my mother taught me to be a proper advisor to my husband, should he be the sort of man that would eventually take the throne. She taught me the ways of politics, economics, and infrastructure so I could rule over our people. With no male heir, that was a distinct possibility.”

The goblins were surrounded by enemies on all sides; they didn’t have a second goblin kingdom to marry into for peace. Of course Lossia, as a princess, didn’t have a ton of marriage options. Were she lucky, she could marry the mayor of a town, I imagine. Maybe a wealthy merchant. I suddenly felt very sorry for her. Being the princess of a small nation, there were very few options for her when it came to marriage. No wonder her mother was skilled with poison. It made me want to be a better partner to her. Not for the poison, but because I knew what she deserved. A woman like her came across once in a lifetime, and I wanted to make sure I respected that.

“Hey,” I said, not entirely sure how to put my thoughts into words. “Look, I just want you to know that our life is going to be great together. In a few months, we’re all going to be sitting around a fireplace, sipping on mulled wine and enjoying our newfound peace.”

Lossia turned and smiled at me. “That’s very nice of you to say, Andrew,” she said. There was something in her voice that rubbed me the wrong way.

“I mean it,” I said, trying to put emphasis on the words. “Look, Lossia. I love you more than the sun loves the ground on a hot summer day. I’m following my plan, and I’m going to defeat Vogrim. You mark my words, we’re going to be relaxing around a fireplace in a few months in a wholly different world; one of peace, without Vogrim.”

Lossia’s smile held a touch of sadness. “I really hope that’s so, Andrew.”

I suddenly realized that as a princess, Lossia probably wasn’t used to her preconceived notions being overtly challenged. She was slowly changing, now that she was one of the Mothers of a New Age, but that princess was still in there.

“Listen,” I told her, trying to make a point. That was always bad, because I had a tendency to exaggerate. I patted the hilt of my sword with my hand. “I’m going to kill Vogrim with this sword, right here. Trust me, I’ve fought worse battles than this and survived. We’re going to continue loving each other until we’re both old and gray.”

She looked at me and smiled, this time without the sadness. “I’m going to be honest with you, Andrew; sometimes it’s hard to stay hopeful. I think many other goblins just put their blind faith in you; they expect that you will defeat any problem that comes our way. After all, what you did at the Battle of Gillamoor certainly supported that.”

“Uh, you’re welcome?” I said. “I just wanted to keep my people alive.”

“No, you did the right thing,” she said. “But some people think you’re infallible, now. They stopped seeing you as a person. They see you as a concept that can defeat all evil. They don’t understand the threat we face, and the fact that you’re still flesh-and-blood.”

And then I understood. The goblins faced a threat that was too large to comprehend. But then some pink-skinned giant came along, a foot taller than any of them and packed with muscle, and seemingly dispatched a minotaur attack with relative ease. They didn’t see the suffering I went through, involving multiple broken ribs and worse, they just knew I was the man for the job. I was a hero to many goblins. They probably saw me as a superhero, and they expected superhero actions from me.

Shit.
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Fortunately, the rest of the trip was relatively free of difficult conversations. Much of it involved Lossia asking me about the fashion of my world. I did my best to explain how jeans changed over the decades.

“So they were originally made just for men?” Lossia asked.

“Pretty much, yeah,” I said. “The material was really tough, so men wore jeans while they worked in factories or on farms. Then, companies started making them for women, although I don’t think many wore them. Women still wore mostly dresses back then. Fast forward fifty years and suddenly everyone starts wearing them.”

“Both men and women?” Lossia asked.

I nodded. “Yep. Suddenly everyone started dressing more casually. Jeans became common, and the styles began to change. In the seventies, bell bottoms became popular—the jeans fit snugly, but the bottom of each leg flared out.” I held my hands in a large circle to help demonstrate.

“Why?” Lossia asked. “That makes no sense.”

I shrugged. “Fashion often makes no sense. After that, everyone started wearing tight jeans, the women at least. The cloth itself, originally thick and sturdy, became thin and soft. Around the time I was in school, jeans got baggy. And I mean huge; people wore jeans that looked like they were five sizes too large. Then, interestingly enough, they got tight again. Skinny jeans, they called them.”

Lossia laughed. “That truly makes no sense. Do other things follow these same trends?”

“Oh yeah,” I said. “Shirts, men’s suits, things change about every five to ten years. About the only trend that lasted was that women don’t really wear dresses very often anymore.”

“They wear pants?” Lossia asked. “Like Thilli?”

“Basically,” I said. “You should try it sometime. It allows you to move a lot more easily than your dresses do.”

Lossia looked down at her dress. Being seated in a saddle pushed her dress up above her knees, but her voluminous cloak covered them.

“Maybe,” she said, then turned and looked in front of us. “Not too much longer and we should be there. The road curves to the left up ahead. The quarry is about ten minutes north of that.”

“Let’s hurry up and get there,” I said, kicking my horse into a trot.

Lossia’s horse soon overtook mine and I followed her there. When the road turned to the left—west, I suppose—we continued straight. Sure enough, a cliff loomed far in the distance.

As we drew closer, the cliff became more clear. It wasn’t enormous, but tall enough to contain tons of stone. Two small buildings had been built off to the side—like small, single room cabins. Two thin lines of smoke rose into the air, one from a stone chimney in one of the houses and the other from a small fire out front.

We slowed our horses as we approached the small camp. Hearing us come near, two goblin men exited one of the small cabins and came out to greet us. I immediately recognized them as Anna’s brothers, Marcus and Thorny. Thorny waved to us, while Marcus took a moment to poke at the fire with a stick.

“Good morning!” Thorny called out.

“That fire looks wonderful right now,” Lossia said. She swung her leg over the saddle and dismounted smoothly, then settled her dress around her legs. Holding her fur-lined cloak closed with both hands, she walked straight to the fire.

I, on the other hand, nearly fell as I dismounted my ridiculously tall horse. Taco turned back to watch me and snorted as my foot almost caught in the stirrup. I spent a few minutes scratching his neck after that, trying to ensure the huge beast liked me.

“What is that thing?” Marcus asked, looking at my horse.

“Never seen a horse that big before,” Thorny said. “Didn’t know they made them that big.”

“So far he’s alright,” I said, patting Taco on the shoulder. “I just need to make sure I stay on his good side, so he doesn’t eat me.”

Marcus waved us over to the fire and encouraged us to get warm. I wrapped Taco’s reins around a stake that had been driven into the ground for that purpose, and he immediately began eating the grass and foliage in the area. Lossia’s horse did the same.

“How are you cold in that cloak, Mother?” Thorny asked.

Lossia rubbed her hands briskly together, then held them near the fire. With her hands up, the fur lining of her cloak was plainly visible. It was a sturdy cloak, made for weather much colder than we were currently experiencing.

“I grew up in York, remember,” Lossia said. “I’m used to warmer weather than this. It doesn’t get very cold down there, on account of the sea being so close.”

I knelt down next to her and warmed my hands by the fire. Trina would have to make me some gloves soon, and maybe a hat. At least she preferred sex as payment. If I timed it right, I could get two sessions out of her.

“So, how much stone are we cutting today?” Marcus asked.

“As much as we can,” Lossia replied. “I’ll try my best to cut plenty of standard blocks. Some of those—like for the window arches—are beyond my skill, so I’ll leave those for you two.”

I looked back at the two small cabins and saw a wagon parked between them. I assumed they were going to use that to ship the stone back to the city. It would not be a speedy process, but I reminded myself the moat and city defenses were more important.

“Well, no rest for the wicked,” I said, pushing myself to my feet. It wasn’t overly cold outside, but the fire felt nice. “Are you ready?” I asked Lossia.

“Sure,” she said, although I could tell she wanted to remain by the fire a bit longer.

I reached out and took her hand in mine, both because I enjoyed holding her hand and to keep it warm. Together we walked closer to the cliff, and I finally got a better look at it.

Bare stone covered the cliff face, and it was surprisingly smooth. Or perhaps not surprisingly, since this was where they cut stone for their buildings. A handful of deep lines still remained in the stone from the last time someone had been here. I was no expert on stone, but the slightly speckled cliff face reminded me of granite.

“Let me know when you’re ready,” Lossia said. “This won’t take long, but it will drain you.”

“At least we have the cabins here,” I said, looking over at the small buildings.

I opened myself to my magical well and nodded at Lossia. She bit her lip in concentration and after a moment, I allowed her to take control of my magical power. As usual, a torrent of power rushed from me—she tended to be rather heavy handed with that.

I immediately warmed under the intense strain of magic. Slowly, I lowered myself to a knee while I watched Lossia work.

Ahead of us, the existing lines in the stone cliff suddenly deepened. More deep cuts appeared, crossing the original ones and causing the cliff face to resemble a rectangular grid. One by one, Lossia sliced bricks off and set them in a neat pile close to the cabins.

Marcus and Thorny immediately went to the stones and began loading them into the wagon. It was hard work; they weren’t strong enough with magic to lift more than a few of the stones without becoming exhausted.

Lossia worked at a steady pace, creating several perfectly rectangular blocks of stone per minute. I had no clue how many we needed, but the house was large so I assumed it was a lot.

“What about the roof?” I asked through clenched teeth.

“We make tiles for that,” Thorny called out, having heard my question.

Lossia continued cutting stone until she had created a pile larger than the small cabin. That wasn’t enough, so she began stacking more stone into a second pile.

A very subtle variance in the color of the stone became apparent as she continued stacking the second pile, which made me happy. I didn’t want everything to be all one color.

When the second stack of stones was complete I expected her to start on a third, but instead she stopped. After a deep breath, she turned to the two goblin men and called out to them.

“Is it all the same stone, or do we get anything else?” she asked.

Marcus pointed past us. “If you walk that way a hundred paces you’ll find darker stone,” he said.

I pushed myself to my feet and walked with Lossia, slowly. We held onto each other to remain upright; her directing all of my magic taxed her nearly as heavily as me being so deeply drained.

After a hundred paces, I saw what Marcus had been referring to. A second cut in the cliff face appeared, this time with smooth gray stone facing us. It was pale gray, with hardly a discoloration or vein present. In other words, it was perfect for building a house. The soft gray would offset the granite nicely.

As she had before, Lossia immediately got to work, slicing stone blocks from the cliff face. Dirt crumbled and fell as tons of stone was removed. After tapping her lip for a moment, Lossia changed the size of the stone blocks she was cutting and made a small pile of slightly smaller ones. Once that was done, she made a third size, cubes that matched the width of the rectangular blocks. All of these went into neat stacks.

“Are you still with me?” she asked, her voice sounding tired.

“For the most part, yeah,” I said as I reached out and took her hand.

“We’re done for now,” Lossia said. “I could cut some more, but we need to focus on moving this to the building site first. Once it’s used we’ll have an idea of what else we need.”

“Good thinking,” I told her.

Together, we walked back to where Marcus and Thorny were loading the heavy stones into the back of the wagon. Drawing more power from me, Lossia asked the two men to step aside and used magic to lift the stones, one at a time. They flew through the air and settled in the back of the wagon, where they formed into neat stacks. Unfortunately, a horse-drawn wagon couldn’t carry that much.

“Deka and Virgil are on their way to help move all this,” Marcus said as if reading our thoughts. “It’ll take a long time to get it all back into the city. If they’d build a damn gate on the northern wall that would help.”

Part of me wanted to mention that more gates meant more weak points, but he was right. Only having one gate in a city that size was incredibly inconvenient. A few small access doors were scattered around the wall, but nothing large enough for a wagon.

At least with magic, that was an easy enough modification to make. I made a mental note to talk to the mayor about it.

“How are you feeling?” Lossia asked. Dark circles lined her eyes and she swayed on her feet.

“Like I ran twenty miles,” I replied.

We walked past the stacks of stone blocks to the nearest cabin. We hadn’t pushed ourselves too hard, so a short nap would likely be enough to restore us.

“Can you guys wake us in about an hour and a half?” I asked.

“Sure thing,” Thorny said after setting a stone block in the back of the wagon. He wiped sweat from his brow and grinned at me. “At this rate, we’ll be joining you soon.”

Lossia and I walked into the small cabin and shut the door behind us. A stone fireplace and a wide bed were the main features of the interior. A single window faced east, with a moth-eaten curtain covering it. A small washbasin stood in the corner.

I plopped down on the edge of the bed next to Lossia and began pulling my boots off. She removed her cloak and hung it from a nearby hook, and I handed her my cloak to do the same. After that, I pulled the rough wool blanket back and we crawled into bed.

“That fire feels wonderful,” she said, snuggling against me. “Ready?”

“I’m ready,” I said.

She released her hold on my magical power, and we both fell asleep in seconds.
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When I woke, I took a few minutes to pull Lossia close to me. I wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly, enjoying the clean scent of her and the feeling of her large, soft breasts pressed against my chest. She sighed happily and nuzzled her head against me.

“Has it been an hour and a half, yet?” Lossia asked. She stretched up and kissed me.

I kissed her back and let my hands roam. Holding her against me by the small of her back, my sudden erection dug into her hip.

“Makes me wish we had a bit more time, and some extra privacy,” I said. “But, since we’re awake, we might as well get up.”

We kissed for a few more minutes, then slowly moved to the edge of the bed. When Lossia yawned and stretched her arms over her head, I had to fight the urge to reach out and grab onto her breasts. Sometimes they were just so…prominent.

I stamped my feet into my boots, then stood up and retrieved our cloaks. Compared to her thick, fur-lined cloak, mine felt thin and almost trivial. I was definitely going to ask Trina for something like that when we got back into the city.

I handed Lossia her cloak and she swung it around her shoulders, then fastened the collar.

“How late in the day is it?” she asked, then reached over and pulled the small curtain aside to check the sky. She made a small grumbling noise in her throat.

I fastened my cloak around my throat and went to the door.

When we stepped outside, I could immediately tell what had agitated her. The sun was much lower in the sky than I had expected. Nearby, Marcus and Thorny were taking a break from loading the wagon, and sat around the small fire.

“How long were we asleep?” I asked, stepping closer to them.

“Probably three hours,” Marcus said. “We tried to wake you, but both of you were practically unconscious. Magical sleep can be like that, sometimes. We decided it best to just let you get the rest you clearly needed.”

I almost found myself irritated, but realized he was right. Besides, I wouldn’t be able to perform later this evening if I was too tired. That was one part of my daily life I couldn’t forget.

“I suppose we should hurry back to Gillamoor, then,” Lossia said. “You have to prepare for your trip tomorrow, and you’ve still got work to do tonight.”

“Yeah, I suppose we should get going,” I said, looking over at Marcus and Thorny. “I hate to just leave you guys here, though.”

They waved it away. “We’re fine,” Marcus said. “We’ll be leaving a few minutes after you anyways. Deka and Virgil will be here tomorrow if you want to stop by.”

“I’ll be here to help,” Lossia said, then looked at me sadly.

“I’ll be traveling, so it’ll all be on her,” I said.

“Where to?” Marcus asked. “Taking a little vacation?”

“Yeah, down to the Drowned Lands,” I replied.

Thorny laughed. “A great place to spend a week. Nice and peaceful, since nothing is alive down there.” He and Marcus shared a laugh, which simmered down once they noticed I wasn’t laughing with them.

“Wait,” Marcus said. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

I nodded.

“By the gods, why would anyone go there?” Marcus shook his head. “That’s practically suicide.”

“I have to,” I explained. “It’s all part of killing Vogrim. There are some things I have to do first, and unfortunately one of those tasks is down there. We’re well prepared, though, so we’ll be okay.”

“I’ll say a prayer for you,” Thorny said, touching two fingers to his forehead as if it were a gesture of some religious significance.

I almost made a joke about thoughts and prayers, but then I remembered deities were real in this world. Furthermore, they liked to physically interact with people. The size of my arms was good evidence of that.

“Why are you looking at your arm and flexing?” Lossia asked.

“Ah, nothing,” I said. “Hey, thanks guys. We really appreciate all the help you’re giving us.”

“Just take good care of our sister!” Marcus called out.

“Maybe consider naming your firstborn after me,” Thorny said, and the two of them laughed.

I helped Lossia onto her horse, then pulled myself onto Taco. The monstrous horse whickered at me and I patted his neck for a moment. He seemed to be warming up to me, at least I thought; to be honest I didn’t know a thing about horses other than this one was enormous.

With a wave to the two goblin men resting by the fire, we were off. We let the horses trot for a moment, then Taco broke out into a run. Lossia’s horse struggled to keep up, but Taco’s stamina ran out quickly and she passed us.

“You can’t embarrass me like that, buddy,” I said, patting his neck. Taco whinnied in return.

We caught up to them after a few minutes and slowed our horses to a fast walk. The exercise was good for the animals, and I figured they probably went stir crazy, just walking all the time.

“I think that’s the first time I’ve ever been on a running horse,” I said. “Walking, plenty of times. Even a trot—which, by the way, is incredibly uncomfortable. Once they break into a run, though, it all smooths out.” I pulled my cloak back around me and shivered for a second. The wind cut right through my clothes.

“You need a cloak like mine,” Lossia said. “The weather is going to get quite cold in the winter, you know. I’ll get in touch with Trina and have her make you something.”

That certainly made me happy, but I wanted to be open about the situation.

“You know what Trina usually prefers for payment, right?” I asked.

Lossia shrugged. “Get her pregnant and there won’t be an issue.” She flashed a smile at me.

“I’ll try my best,” I said.

Getting the opportunity to spend more time with Trina would be great. That woman’s figure was like something from a teenager’s wet dream, and she really knew how to work it. If any of my wives joined in, that would be all the better.

It suddenly dawned on me that when Lossia was Trina’s age, she would likely be shaped like her. Somehow, life just got even better.

I was once again grateful that goblins weren’t jealous people. None of this would be possible if things were different. If I received pleasure from someone else, they didn’t mind as long as I was happy. Of course this was no excuse to cheat on them, but it made my repopulation duties wonderfully stress-free.

I steered Taco closer to Lossia and reached out. She saw me and slipped her hand in mine. We rode that way for a bit, although Taco once nipped at Lossia’s horse.

“Do you have a favorite flower, Lossia?” I asked.

She thought for a moment. “Honestly? Not really. Perhaps it was because I grew up in the royal mansion, but I was always surrounded by those things. They’re nice to look at and some of them smell wonderful, but they’re just another decoration to me.”

“So, what do you like?” I asked.

She smiled. “I like how you treat me,” she said. “I know you love me, and would feel the same about me even if I weren’t a princess.” She took a deep breath. “Although I’m not supposed to think of myself as a princess any longer. I’m one of the Mothers of a New Age, after all.”

“How’s that going?” I asked.

She looked at me for a few seconds before answering. “I’m not exactly sure what you mean by that. But, they are carving a statue of the three of us down in York. It’s going to be displayed in the center of the city.”

I whistled appreciatively. “Well, that’s the least they could do for you three, after what you signed up for.”

“Oh, we get plenty for being Mothers. We’ll be taken care of for the rest of our lives. If I were to travel anywhere in the kingdom, I would have a place to stay and warm food in my belly.”

“Also good,” I said. “Sounds like you have a retirement plan.”

She shrugged. “Well, I also have plenty of money due to who my father is. I try not to use any of it, though. I like the thought of supporting myself, and making my own fortune.”

“Maybe we’ll luck out and find a bunch of gold when I kill one of these monsters,” I said. I meant it as a joke, but she nodded.

“It’s possible. I’m sure plenty have tried to slay them over the years. And you found gold when you killed Odewyn, correct?”

“Yeah, I did,” I said. “Gave most of it to Mayor Beezle, too, to help pay for schools. I felt a bit guilty since he had to tap into the education budget to pay for all these ideas of mine.”

“That’s very kind of you,” she said. “It’s good to see you care for our people.”

The city finally came into view. We rode around the city wall until we reached the south side, where the main gate was. I was very pleased to see the moat jutting up against each side of the street, but I still wanted it to connect. Fortunately, a pile of stones stood nearby, so it appeared they had considered it as well.

“Do you think you could handle that?” I asked, pointing at the stones. “We just need to make the moat pass beneath the road, here, and build a bridge from stone. Or, I suppose a better way to put it would be to build a large tube from stone and have it pass beneath the street.”

“I understand what you mean,” Lossia said, staring at the stone. “I think I can do that, especially since the moat is pretty much done. Are you ready?” she asked, turning to me.

“Always,” I said, although I held onto the pommel of my saddle with both hands. The last thing I wanted to do was fall from my horse. “Just don’t make us too tired.”

I opened myself to my magical well and felt Lossia there, waiting for me. I allowed her to pull through me, and she pulled a flood of power into herself.

It was always fascinating to watch Lossia work. While her native magical abilities were rather weak, she had been trained for years by the best in all of Brovania. Wielding my power, she worked at blinding speed.

The hard-packed dirt of the road disintegrated and formed into a rough pile thirty feet away. In its place the heavy, torso-sized stones lifted into the air and slammed into the dirt, hard enough to compact it, and formed into a loose circle. She took a few seconds to shape the ends of the stone, making them roughly trapezoidal so the structure would be self-supporting.

She began with the eastern side of the moat, the part I had just cleared hours before. The soil there was dry, which made it easy. The staccato sound of the stones beating against the earth was shockingly loud, but I knew the dirt needed to be compacted for this to last.

After only ten minutes, she moved the last of the soil and set the final stones. Water immediately moved through the stone passage and began filling the moat on the other side.

Lossia used more stones to create sides to the bridge, then directed the soil to cover the entire thing. When she was done, the road looked almost identical to how it had been twenty minutes earlier. The only visible difference—other than the dirt being freshly moved, of course—was the thick line of stones on each side of the path.

The tube of stones she had created stood at least ten feet high and extended more than twice that, giving plenty of room for the entrance to the city to be broad and welcoming.

“You never cease to amaze me,” I said as Lossia released her grip on my magical power. I slumped in my saddle, but recovered quickly.

“Hey, this was your idea,” she said, although her cheeks colored.
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Together, we rode straight towards the temple. After working with magic, I was tired and hungry and looking forward to dinner.

We stopped in front of the temple and left our horses there. Workers took the reins from us and led our horses around the rear of the temple to the stables.

I took Lossia’s hand and we walked up the stairs. After we passed through the door we split ways—Lossia said she needed to take care of a few things, and then she would see me later in the evening. I gave her a kiss and went to my room.

I was pleased to see a few things waiting for me when I walked in. Leaning in the corner, next to my wardrobe and huge crossbow, a pile of large crossbow bolts had been rolled up in oiled canvas. Hopefully my quiver would hold enough of them.

A heavy coat hung from the opened door of my wardrobe. It was dark gray in color, with a faint design on the cloth—like a monotone brocade—and looked thick and warm.

The last time I had seen Trina I had briefly mentioned winter clothes, so I was glad to see she remembered.

I grabbed the coat and examined it. The outside cloth looked soft but was surprisingly tough. It felt similar to wool, but somehow both softer and stronger. The lining of the jacket was quite soft, almost like fine-spun cotton. I wasn’t sure what it was insulated with, but it felt warm. I noticed small openings in the armpit area and smiled. Vents, to keep me from overheating. Sometimes it was those little details that really made a thing special.

I hurriedly removed my thin jacket—also dark gray, a color that seemed to be following me around—and pulled on the heavy coat. As expected, the fit was flawless. Trina was truly skilled with a needle and thread, among other things. It was a long coat, with the bottom edge reaching halfway down my thigh. That would help in the cold weather, especially if I got a cloak like Lossia’s.

After pulling the coat off, I put it in my wardrobe and went to the washstand. The water was cold, but it served to wash the trail dust from my face. Turns out, that was really a thing.

Once I had dried myself off, I went to the door and pulled it open. Prazzi was already walking across the main chamber of the temple, heading in my direction. I waited patiently for the blue-haired woman.

“You walk like you were expecting me,” I said as she stepped close to me.

“I was,” she said simply. “It’s dinner time. “Are any of the ladies in there or is it just you?”

“Just me for now,” I said. “And I would love some food. Thanks, Prazzi.”

She bobbed a slight curtsy and walked away. I didn’t care for having servants most of the time, but Prazzi made it rather enjoyable. Especially since I knew the food she would bring me would be infinitely better than anything I could cook.

I closed the door and went back into my room. A padded chair was nearby, so I sat down and pulled my boots off. It seemed I would have some time to myself once again. This would be a perfect opportunity for a good book, but I knew I didn’t really have that luxury yet.

With a sigh, I went over to my wardrobe and dug around until I found my sharpening stone. After that, I grabbed the canvas roll of crossbow bolts and lugged it back to my chair. Setting it next to me, I selected a single bolt and examined the tip.

It was similar to the one Blix had shown me; that is to say, shaped like a pointed bullet with only small blades on the side. The design was designed to penetrate. Unfortunately, the tip wasn’t as sharp as I would like, so I spent a few minutes grinding at it with my sharpening stone. The angle was slightly odd, but after a few minutes I tested it against my thumb and found it dangerously sharp.

That bolt done, I set it down and grabbed another. Halfway through that, a gentle knock came at my door.

“Come in,” I called out, not looking up from my work.

The door opened and a serving girl walked in carrying a silver platter piled high with food. It was the red-haired woman that I had convinced Prazzi to hire.

“Here you are, Andrew,” she said, setting the platter of food on the small table next to me. “Can I get you anything else?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Can you tell me your name? I’m sorry, but I’ve never asked for it.”

“Tossee,” she said, blushing slightly.

“Tossee,” I repeated. “It’s good to formally meet you, Tossee. How are things going with you and your family?” I stood, some old-fashioned part of my brain wanting to show proper respect to a lady.

“Everything is going well,” she said, giving me a warm smile. “The temple learned about my father’s injuries and sent healers to help. He still can’t work like he used to, but he’s doing much better. And they pay well, so I’m able to help out a lot.” She took a step closer and hugged me tightly. “Thank you again, Andrew.”

I enveloped her in my arms and held her close. “You’re very welcome,” I told her, and bent down to kiss the top of her head. She was a sweet woman, and I wanted to shower her with gentle love and affection like she deserved.

“What’s it like?” she asked. “You know.”

It took me a moment, but I finally realized she was asking about sex. “Well, I’ve never experienced it from the woman’s point of view, of course. But it’s a rush of pleasure and positive feelings. It’s warmth throughout your body, and when you’re done you feel thoroughly satisfied and ready for a nap.” That was probably the worst description of sex possible, but I didn’t know what else to say.

Tossee nodded against my chest. “Thank you.” She pulled away and looked up at me, her eyes like shining pools I could lose myself in. She stared at me for a moment, then stretched up onto her toes to kiss me. Her hand came around the back of my head and we held each other tightly for a moment, passionately kissing.

Without thinking, my hand slid down her slender back and grabbed onto her perky bottom, then gave it a firm squeeze. She giggled against my lips, so I squeezed it again, then let my other hand move down to grab it.

“That feels good,” she said, then went back to kissing me.

I wasn’t trying to seduce her as I knew she wasn’t ready for that sort of thing, but I wanted her to feel wanted and desired since she was showing interest. My hands continued to squeeze her bottom as we kissed.

Tossee wore the thin robe-like dress that most of the servants here wore, although hers was thick enough to hide her body. I slid my hand through the flaps in the front and let my fingers trail over the bare skin of her thigh and hip. She tensed in my hands, then smiled and kissed me again. I let my hand go back to her bare ass and continued squeezing it.

“Can I feel you?” she asked, pulling an inch away from me. “I just want to feel it. Is that okay?”

“Of course,” I said, and released her. I wasn’t sure exactly what she wanted to feel, so I erred on the side of horniness. I pulled my shirt off over my head and tossed it to the floor, then pushed my breeches down around my ankles and kicked them off.

She stared at my penis, which was of course fully erect. It looked huge in her small hands, and her gaze held a trace of fear. She wrapped both hands around her, her slender fingers gripping it tightly, and stroked it back and forth, up and down.

“Is that how to do it?” she asked, looking up at me while continuing to stroke me.

“Yep,” I said, trying not to be so damn awkward. “That feels great.”

I just stood there, fully nude, while she clumsily jerked me off. It was a bit weird, but this was her first time with a man so I wanted her to feel safe and experiment.

“Can I…” she began, then stopped. She hesitated for a moment, then got on her knees in front of me and took me into her mouth.

She certainly wasn’t an expert, but she did a good job of trying. First she sucked on the head, running her tongue around it and licking the sensitive underside. Then she took more of me into her mouth, until she nearly gagged, and worked her lips back and forth while squeezing the base with her small hands.

“Does that feel good?” she asked, looking up at me while stroking me with both hands. “I’m sorry, my mouth gets tired quickly. You’re pretty big.”

“You’re doing a great job, Tossee,” I said. Looking down at her small body with pouty lips and perky tits, I found myself filled with desire for her. At that moment, there was nothing more that I wanted than her petite body bouncing up and down on my cock. “Do you want me to do the same to you?”

Her eyes widened at that. “You mean—oh, I don’t know. What would I do?”

I found her innocence endearing. “You would lie down and relax while I did my best to bring you to orgasm.”

“Orgasm?” she asked, still stroking me with both hands.

“Let’s give it a try,” I said, offering her my hand.

She placed her small hand in mine and I gently pulled her over to the bed. Once we got there, I carefully untied the front of her dress, then pushed it back and let it fall to the floor. I had seen her body before, but this was different. Last time she had been afraid and tried to hide it. Now, she was eager to feel this for the first time.

The sight of her body filled me with a ravenous lust that threatened to consume me. Her small, slender frame was topped with perky breasts, a small waist, and a delicate little bubble butt that I just wanted to bite. She reminded me of the quintessential high school cheerleader, except of course she was of legal age.

I placed my hands beneath her arms and lifted her onto the bed. At my gentle coaxing she laid back, then spread her smooth thighs. Her body was so perfect, so flawless in every way.

My cock wanted to explode the moment I touched her, but instead I took things slowly. I leaned forward and placed a kiss on each of her dark green nipples, smiling as she let out a soft moan. Then, I kissed my way down her toned stomach, pausing when I got near her smooth, hairless pussy.

“Are you doing okay?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said breathlessly.

With a grin, I buried my face between her legs, running my tongue from her taint all the way to her clitoris and back. Her lithe body trembled in my hands as I pointed my tongue and inserted it in her, then moved it around slightly. I licked my way up her labia and finally settled onto her clitoris. Hers was small, so I’ll admit I fumbled a bit before really finding it.

She twitched and jerked a few times as I pressed my mouth against her pussy like a lamprey, surrounding her clit. I worked my tongue side-to-side against it, slowly at first, then gradually built in pressure and speed.

“Oh, Andrew,” she said. “I had no idea that could feel so good.”

A thin sheen of sweat slicked her body. I let my hands explore as my tongue continued working her. I squeezed her ass with both hands, then caressed her thighs, then went in the opposite direction and stroked my fingers up her stomach. She shook as my licking increased in pace, and I reached up and began gently toying with her nipples.

Tossee moaned loudly, then hurriedly covered her mouth with both hands. I stopped for a moment.

“There’s no reason to ever be embarrassed,” I told her. “Be as loud as you want.” With that, I went back to licking her and playing with her breasts.

She moaned and cooed again, keeping her mouth closed this time. Soon, I felt her breathing increase and I upped the ante, rubbing her clitoris hard with my tongue. Her hands moved down to my head and she tangled her fingers in my hair, holding me against her pussy.

Her breathing suddenly stopped and her body tensed. I knew exactly what that was, so I redoubled my efforts, and gave each nipple a firm pinch. She let out a breath in a rush and moaned loudly, her hips bucking against my face. I grabbed onto her thighs firmly and held her in place, refusing to slow.

She called out my name as she orgasmed, then her voice rose an octave as I continued licking her and she came a second time. I slowed then, letting her recover. She let out a heavy breath and went limp and I gave her a big kiss, right on her clitoris.

“That was amazing,” she said breathlessly.

I didn’t know how she felt about kissing me after that, so I hurried to my washbasin and washed my face off. She had gotten soaking wet during that, even more so when she came. I spat a mouthful of water out, and then rushed back to the bed.

“Does it all feel like that?” she asked, reaching a hand out for me as I approached her.

I shook my head. “Different things feel different. I don’t think anything can compare to a clitoral orgasm, but women generally enjoy penetration as well.” I sounded like a damn sex ed teacher.

She still laid there with her thighs spread. I moved between her legs and she raised her head, staring at my erection. She bit her bottom lip, then nodded.

“Be gentle, please,” she said, her eyes wide but hungry.

Since Tossee was already soaking wet, I knew this would be easy. I rubbed the head of my cock against her a few times, then gently began working it inside her. I kept one hand around the base of my shaft and placed the other on her waist, ensuring we had a connection. When I got the head inside, I paused for a moment.

Tossee took a deep breath and nodded. I continued, gently pushing in and out. After a few thrusts I was halfway inside her.

“Come here,” she said, reaching for me with both hands.

“Can we adjust a bit first?” I asked with a laugh. She was still lying on the edge of the bed and I was standing on the floor.

She quickly moved further onto the bed and I followed. I moved between her thighs and immediately pushed myself halfway inside her, then went back to slow, gentle thrusts. Tossee reached for me again and I laid on top of her.

She wrapped her arms around me and we kissed, softly and deeply. To be honest, she almost kissed like it was her first time. I pushed myself inside her a bit further with each thrust, and she took it with ease. At least, until I finally went in all the way and bottomed out.

She sucked in her breath between clenched teeth and squeezed her eyes shut. “By the gods, you feel enormous. Hold on, I just need a moment,” she said.

I pulled out halfway and held myself there for a few seconds, then began slowly thrusting again, making sure not to go too deep. Her pussy was hot and wet and tight and everything I dreamed of. Her body was small beneath me, and looking down at her made some primal part of my brain want to pump her full of cum.

But instead I took it easy. Tossee finally nodded and I began using longer strokes, not quite full length but letting her experience all of my size. She closed her eyes and moaned loudly, then pulled my face back to hers for another deep kiss.

I propped myself up on one hand and let my other one travel down to her firm, perky breast. I gently toyed with her nipple and caressed her body as I thrust in and out of her young, tight pussy. Maintaining a moderate pace was difficult, but somehow I managed. To be honest, I was so turned on that had I gone faster, I would have cum in seconds.

“That’s so incredible,” she said against my lips. “By the gods, that is absolutely amazing.”

She reached down and grabbed onto her legs, pulling them wider. I slowly pushed myself deeper inside again, all the way until my balls were resting against her ass. Tossee let out a sound halfway between a whimper and a moan, then kissed me like a woman gone mad.

She held my face against hers with both hands and her tongue practically invaded my mouth. I reached down, my hand sliding along her slender thigh, then reached beneath her and grabbed onto her perfect little ass. Using my grip on her, I began thrusting harder and faster, giving her full-length strokes.

Tossee grunted and moaned against my mouth, refusing to break our kiss. She worked her hips around, angling them so I could better penetrate her. I squeezed as ass firmly and rammed myself in her, not overly hard but fast enough that my stamina went to zero.

I held her tightly against me and shouted my pleasure to the walls. She moaned with me and quickly pulled my face back down to hers. We kissed almost sloppily as I squirted my cum deep inside her, my muscles clenching as I filled her up. She reached down and grabbed onto my waist, pulling me tightly against her.

I finally collapsed on top of her, taking care not to smother the tiny woman. Tossee covered my face with passionate kisses and acted like she was only one step away from professing her love for me.

“Wow,” she said, breathing hard. Sweat slicked both our bodies. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt anything like that before. Can we do it again?”

I laughed. “Are you ready to get pregnant? Because there’s a good chance that just happened.”

She blushed. “I don’t think I did. After the first time I came here, I spoke with my mother. She taught me about tracking my cycle, about timing things and when I’m most fertile. If she was right, I still have another couple days before I have to worry about getting pregnant.”

I straightened up and grinned down at her. “I’m supposed to be getting the lot of you pregnant, you know,” I said. “While I’m grateful to experience you, I’m supposed to be producing children.”

Tossee crawled over to the side of the bed and let her feet hang over. “Don’t worry. I think you put enough of your seed in me to get a hundred women pregnant. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if it took.”

“And you’re okay with that?” I asked, remembering how hesitant she had been when we first met. Hesitant and scared.

She twisted around to look at me and smiled. “I would welcome it. It’s a great honor to carry your children, you know. The first of the new goblins. We will forever be different, stronger, and I will help accomplish that. So to answer your question, yes, I’m okay with it.”

I moved over to the edge of the bed and kissed her forehead. “Well, in that case, we’ll have to plan for round two soon.”
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We rose and crossed the room. Tossee fetched her dress from the floor and tied it around herself, and I went to my washbasin to clean up. The smell of dinner briefly startled me; I had all but forgotten that Tossee originally came into my room to bring me supper.

“Thank you, Andrew,” she said, kissing me softly.

We hugged and stood that way for a few minutes. She was a sweet young woman and I wanted to ensure she felt appreciated and not taken advantage of. I had to resist the temptation to reach down and grab onto her butt again.

After a few seconds, I failed at resisting. My hand went straight to her ass and I gave it a squeeze. She giggled.

“I suppose I should let you enjoy your dinner,” she said, finally pulling away from me. “If it’s cold, let me know and I’ll bring you fresh food.”

I waved her away. “I’m sure it’s fine. Thank you, Tossee. Let me know if I can ever be of help again.” She raised an eyebrow and I laughed. “You know what I mean. In any way, not just that.”

She gave me a beautiful smile, then pulled the door open and walked out. Man, at this rate I was going to have the entire temple staff pregnant, as well as a quarter of the city and with a bit of luck, one particular seamstress. And half of my future wives, as well.

I sat down and pulled the cover off my tray, then set it aside. A large bowl of stew was the centerpiece, and fortunately steam still rose from it. It looked to have those small white beans I had eaten a few times, as well as some chunks of meat—probably antelope—and some root vegetables. A heel of dark, crusty bread sat next to it, with a goblet of dark red wine. A small cluster of pale green grapes topped it off.

Hunger gnawed at my middle and I practically attacked the stew, using both a spoon and torn pieces of bread to shovel it into my mouth. It was done in no time, and I wiped the bowl clean with the last of the bread. The grapes served as a wonderful desert, although I’ll admit I still hadn’t quite grown used to grapes having seeds. A lifetime of seedless grapes from the supermarket had spoiled me, apparently.

I enjoyed my dinner in peace, then relaxed in the chair for a moment. Once again, I made a mental note to get a book or something else to read. A scroll, maybe. Perhaps Ulenor would have something. Anna was a teacher, so maybe she had a few spare books lying around I could buy.

A knock came at my door. Wine goblet in hand, I looked down at myself and realized that I was still fully naked. Not that it mattered much here.

“Come in,” I said.

The door opened and Lossia walked in, all smiles. I opened my mouth to say something and Trina walked in behind her. She wore sturdy pants and a blouse, the clothes of a working woman, but I noted they had been cut to accentuate her incredible curves.

“Trina, what a pleasant surprise,” I said, pushing myself to my feet.

“I see he’s ready for me,” Trina said to Lossia with a laugh.

I looked down at my nakedness and shrugged. “Had to work earlier,” I said, then took a sip of wine. “Oh, this is good.”

“Your future wife tells me that you’re in need of some better clothes for the winter,” Trina said, closing the door behind her. She openly stared at my body, smiling at my penis, and I stared at her figure just the same. “Did you get a chance to try on the coat I made you?”

“Yes, I did,” I said. “And thank you. The fit is perfect and it feels plenty warm.”

“You’re going to need some warm clothes in a couple months,” she said, taking a step closer. “Wind comes down from the mountains to the north and brings all the cold and snow with it. It’s not uncommon for a storm to pass by and dump a foot of snow on us in a single day.”

That made me smile. Snow had always been special to me; perhaps it was because I grew up in Florida, surrounded by clear springs and warm sandy beaches. Mountains and snow always had a sort of magical quality to them.

I smiled at Lossia. “Maybe we can cuddle up on a thick rug in front of our fireplace next winter.” She smiled back.

“No,” Trina said, shaking her finger in mock sternness. “You put this lady on at least two thick blankets, layered. She deserves better than just a rug.” She smiled. “She also tells me you want a cloak like hers. Did you like the dark gray?”

I looked over at my wardrobe. The doors were open, so I could see the dark gray coat hanging within.

“Yeah, I’m fine with that,” I said.

Trina nodded. “I’ll make you some thicker shirts, as well, so you can keep this body of yours plenty warm.” She took another step closer to me and traced her finger across my lightly furred chest. “And of course, thicker breeches. Can’t have you getting cold.” Her finger went south and slid down the full length of my penis.

“I’ll take whatever you can make me,” I said with a smile.

“You know what I want for payment,” Trina said, her sudden smile looking rather devilish.

I looked over her shoulder at Lossia, who was busy staring at Trina’s bottom. With a start, Lossia looked up at me and smiled. She nodded, so I turned back to Trina.

“Yes, I’m supposed to get you pregnant, after all,” I said. I reached out and took her by the hand. “Are you ready?”

“Young man, I’m always ready,” she said, pulling at the laces of her shirt. “But we both know I’m too old to get pregnant.”

“We’ll see about that,” I said, pulling her towards the bed.

“I’ll come back in a few minutes, honey,” Lossia said.

“Okay,” I told her, a little sad she wasn’t joining in.

Lossia opened the door right as Trina began pushing her breeches down. She paused, staring hungrily at Trina’s hips and thighs for a moment, then hurried out the door. I laughed.

“Something funny?” Trina asked, stepping out of her breeches.

“Come here, you,” I said as I bent down and kissed her.

Together we went to the bed and practically fell on it. We never stopped kissing and our hands never stopped groping as we scrambled into a better position.

I took Trina’s massive breasts in both hands and showered them with kisses, making sure to spend a moment nibbling and sucking on her large nipples. She smiled and closed her eyes, running her fingers through my hair as I pleasured her. I kissed my way down her soft stomach, all the way down between her thighs. After only one or two licks at her delicious pussy, she pulled me back up.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

“Yes, I just want you inside me right now,” she said.

I licked my fingers and wiped them on the head of my cock, then rubbed it against her. She was already warm and wet, so working myself inside her didn’t take long. Soon I was lying on top of her thrusting away while we held each other tightly and kissed. Her huge breasts bounced back and forth with every thrust, so I reached down and gave one of them a squeeze.

“I love how you feel inside me,” she said.

I reached down and hooked an arm behind her left knee, then slipped it over my shoulder. That allowed me to get much deeper inside her. She was still on her back, so I twisted her just slightly by straightening up with her knee still over my shoulder. That allowed me full access to that big, beautiful ass of hers.

I kept my left hand on her lower stomach and my right firmly on her voluptuous bottom as I continued thrusting into her. She worked her hips with me, eager for every inch.

After a few moments I rolled her onto her right side. I gently grabbed her left leg, which was on top, and pushed it up. That put her bottom on full display, right there in front of me. I pushed my cock back into her soaking wet pussy, marveling at how she felt. That position allowed me to get very deep indeed.

I slapped my hand onto her ass and picked up the pace, giving her a good pounding and watching waves ripple through her ass every time my pelvis struck her. Going so deep in her had a predictable result, and after a few minutes I found myself pushed over the edge. I held her tightly and rammed myself into her, my muscles straining and clenching as I came.

“Come here,” Trina said, moving around so she was lying on her back. “And put that thing back inside me.”

I laughed and pushed my softening cock back inside her, then laid on top of her. We held each other tightly, just kissing and enjoying the moment.

“I’ve always loved the feeling of you cumming inside me,” Trina said. “There’s just something about it. I can’t get enough of it.”

“Well, you’re in luck,” I said. “I’m pretty sure I’ll need more clothing before all this is done.”

“I’m going to have to start raising my prices,” Trina said. “I think from now on, you have to make love to me twice each time you want something new. That’s a lot of work for just a few minutes of pumping and grunting, you know.”

I grabbed onto her massive breasts and gave it a squeeze, then kissed her soft nipple. “Deal,” I said.

She wrapped her thighs around my waist, ensuring I couldn’t leave. I felt her clench her pelvic floor muscles a few times and she wiggled her hips while kissing me.

“I was thinking,” I said. “Do you think I need a sigil, or a seal? Something to represent me and my clan?”

Trina thought for a moment, then leaned forward and kissed me again. “Sure,” she said. “I can probably think of something. But that’s going to cost you.”

I laughed, then leaned down and kissed her for a while. She was a fantastic kisser, so it felt nice to just lay there, her voluptuous body pressed against mine, and enjoy the feeling.

After a few minutes, I began to rise again. Trina gave me a knowing smile, then clenched her muscles and wiggled her hips again.

“With all that you want me to make, it might take a while to pay off all this debt,” she said.

I pulled out and thrust into her. “And yet somehow, I’m completely fine with that,” I said.

Our second time around, we rolled over so that Trina was on top of me. I loved having her ride me. I kept my hands on her curvy hips and big, round ass and she kept thrusting her huge breasts in my face, demanding I nibble and suck on her nipples until she orgasmed. When I finally came a second time, I gripped her ass so hard I was afraid I might have bruised it.

We spent a few more minutes kissing, and the door opened. I looked over Trina’s shoulder and saw Lossia and Anna walk in, holding hands. Anna got an eyeful of Trina’s ass and giggled.

“I suppose that means it’s time for me to get to work,” Trina said, leaning down and kissing me again. She straightened up for a moment and worked her hips fore and aft, smiling as she rode me. Her breasts bounced softly with the movement.

I could have let Trina ride me all night, but I had wives to attend to. Trina finally rose off me with a happy sigh, then pulled on her clothes. Lossia approached her and the two women embraced, smiling and whispering in each other’s ears. They held each other for quite some time, while I went to my washbasin to clean up.

“See you soon,” Trina said with a wink. She walked out the door, all three of us watching her bottom undulate as she left.

“I like her,” Lossia said when Trina had left. “She’s a nice woman. We’ve talked at great length, outside of here of course. Trina has a good head on her shoulders. And, of course, she’s quite talented with a needle. I told her I could probably get her a job in the palace in York, but she said she prefers Gillamoor.”

Anna stepped up to me and hugged me. “I missed you, Andrew,” she said, holding me tightly.

I kissed the top of her blue head. “You too, honey.”

“So, we’ve been talking,” Lossia said. “Thilli is going to have you all to herself for weeks, once again. Granted, none of us want to walk through a poisonous swamp, but we feel it’s fair if we get you tonight.”

The door opened and Cirro walked in. The dress she wore was a bit scandalous in how it clung to her hips and large breasts. She saw me staring and winked, then went over to Lossia and kissed her.

“I sure hope you’re well rested,” Cirro said, looking me up and down. “You’re not going to sleep tonight until you’ve made love to each of us twice.”
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Iwoke the next morning feeling slightly dehydrated, but otherwise completely happy and satisfied. Thilli snoozed on my right shoulder and Anna my left, while Cirro and Lossia slept in each other’s arms. I felt like a king.

Thilli woke with me, her violet eyes staring into mine. I smiled at her and leaned over, kissing her on the temple.

“I love you,” I whispered in her ear.

She smiled and snuggled up to me, her arm resting across my chest.

I probably should have woken the other women so I could prepare, but nothing could pull me from that bed. I was in my happy place, my own personal slice of heaven, and I wanted to enjoy it as long as I could. Anna mumbled something in her sleep and nuzzled her nose against my neck. Thilli continued leaning against my shoulder. Neither of us said anything. We just laid there and enjoyed the moment of peace.

Finally, Anna woke up. She twisted her back and stretched like a cat, then cuddled back with me. Seeing that Thilli was awake, Anna reached over and traced a finger along Thilli’s cheek.

“You’re so beautiful when you wake, Thilli,” she said. Thilli blushed furiously.

Anna’s hand slid down my stomach and went right to my cock. She gripped it tightly and began working her hand up and down.

“I’m really going to miss you,” she said, kissing my shoulder.

“I’m going to miss all of you like crazy,” I replied. I loved spending time with Thilli, but I definitely would miss the rest of them.

Without further warning, Anna pulled the blankets down and buried her face in my crotch. She began sucking on me like a woman gone mad, a woman desperate for my cum.

“Looks like someone woke up ready to go,” Thilli said, a hint of laughter in her voice.

“Damn right. I want all I can get before he leaves,” Anna said. She threw a slender leg over my waist and sat down on my cock, biting her lip as she sank down on it. Immediately after, she began riding me hard and fast, although she did her best to remain quiet so as not to wake the others.

Interestingly enough, Thilli didn’t move. She remained right where she was, leaning against my shoulder. I looked over and followed her eyes as she watched Anna’s small breasts bounce and her stomach tense.

My hands went to Anna’s waist and I held on tightly while thrusting deep inside her. I bent my knees, to better hold her body against me. She leaned forward and we kissed, though she mostly buried her face against my neck while working her hips up and down. To my amusement, her head went right between mine and Thilli’s. One of her arms wrapped around me and the other around Thilli, and she held us both tightly.

“I’m going to miss you both so much,” Anna said breathlessly.

From the corner of my vision I saw one of Thilli’s hands go to Anna’s back. It was more of a gentle show of affection than anything sexual, but it still made me smile.

Anna held us both tightly, refusing to let go. Together, Thilli and I held her as she slammed her hips up and down on me, doing her best to get me off. Her reward came quickly, as only a few minutes later I found myself breathing heavily and erupting inside her.

Anna kissed my neck and moaned softly, sliding her pussy slowly up and down my full length as I came. She kissed Thilli on the cheek and slowly straightened, her eyes closed and a smile upon her face.

“That’s the best way to start the day,” she said, and remained on my lap for a few minutes.

Eventually, she rolled off me and flopped onto her back, catching her breath. She wrapped an arm around me and the three of us remained there for a while, just enjoying each other’s company.

A few minutes later, Lossia began to stir. As a result, Cirro snorted herself awake and rolled over. I laughed and sat up, rubbing my eyes with the heels of my hands. Leaving these women was going to be especially hard today. At that moment, there was nothing I wanted more than to spend time with them. But, people would be waiting.

I crawled over Anna and went to the side of the huge bed. Cirro was lying there on her stomach, one leg hanging off the edge, half-awake. I wasn’t sure if she slept that way on purpose, to entice me, or if she really just moved that much in her sleep. Either way, I decided to do something about it.

I stood up and stretched, my arms high over my head until my shoulder popped, then turned to Cirro. The curves of her body flooded me with desire, especially because I knew she was carrying our child.

She mumbled something and gyrated her hips, momentarily lifting her ass in the air. She had to be doing that on purpose.

I licked my fingers, then reached between her supple thighs and wiped my saliva on her. Then I moved between her legs—slightly awkward as she was halfway off the bed—and pushed myself inside her.

“Mmm, good morning to you too, Andrew,” she said with a big smile.

She pulled Lossia over to her and rested her head on the curvy woman’s lap, her arms around her. I continued thrusting, slowly picking up my pace. My hands squeezed Cirro’s round bottom, then went to her small waist, which I gripped tightly.

Lossia caressed Cirro’s back and neck, then brought her hands into the woman’s hair and gently massaged her scalp while smiling down at her. I continued pounding Cirro, watching her ass bounce as I thrust deep into her pussy over and over again.

“I love you, Cirro,” Lossia said.

Cirro looked up at Lossia, smiling brightly. She leaned forward and kissed one of Lossia’s huge breasts, since it was right in her face, then hugged the woman tightly again. I just kept thrusting.

After a moment, Cirro pushed herself off Lossia and straightened up. She reached a hand back and placed it against me to stop, so I immediately pulled out.

“I want him to finish inside you today,” Cirro said. She took Lossia by the hand and pulled her to the edge of the bed. “Let’s swap places.”

They moved so Cirro sat cross-legged on the bed and Lossia was on her back with her head in Cirro’s lap. Lossia’s ass was perched right on the edge of the bed, so I moved forward between her legs. I pushed my cock inside her pussy for a moment, slowly, to get it good and wet. Then, I spat on my finger tips, pulled out, and wiped my saliva on her asshole. I moved my cock down a bit and pressed it gently against her rear opening. She took a deep breath and relaxed, and I began entering her.

Cirro reached down and held onto Lossia tightly. The two women’s arms tangled, and Cirro’s breasts rested on Lossia’s forehead, which made them both laugh. I pushed myself further inside Lossia’s ass, working myself deeper a millimeter at a time, while Lossia craned her neck and began licking at Cirro’s nipple.

I finally pushed all the way inside Lossia’s tight ass and held myself in there for a moment to let her get used to my girth. I reached beneath her and grabbed onto both of her round cheeks, then began working my cock in and out of her tight opening. My heart warmed as I watched her and Cirro kiss and love each other. I, of course, began pounding her tight asshole.

Lossia moaned loudly as I picked up the pace. She pulled her thighs back, helping me get as deep as possible inside her. Cirro leaned forward and reached a hand out, rubbing on Lossia’s pussy. Two of her fingers slid inside the woman for a moment, working in and out, then she pulled out and began rubbing Lossia’s clitoris.

Lossia’s eyes nearly bulged from the sheer amount of stimulation she received. My hands squeezed her as I thrust, hard and fast. I wouldn’t last much longer at this pace. From the way Lossia was breathing, neither would she.

Cirro’s fingers were a blur on Lossia’s clit, rubbing side-to-side such that the voluptuous woman twitched and groaned. Finally, just as I felt myself reaching the point of no return, Lossia’s body tensed up. She moaned as loudly as she could with Cirro’s breast in her mouth, and her asshole clamped down around the base of my cock. That was enough to push me over the edge and I erupted deep inside her ass. I slammed myself into her hard and fast, each thrust punctuated by a squirt of cum.

“By the gods,” Lossia said breathlessly as she reached up and clutched onto Cirro. “That was amazing. Remind me to begin more of my days like that.”

I reached down and gently removed myself from Lossia’s ass. She sighed, then brought her legs down and slowly stood. She laughed as her legs trembled for a moment and she had to grab onto one of the pillars at the corner of the bed.

“Thank you, Andrew,” she said, giving me a bright smile. Her face was flushed and practically glowing.

I stepped in closer and wrapped my arms around the beautiful woman. Seconds later, Cirro joined in, holding us both.

“I’m so glad I found you both,” Cirro whispered.

“Okay, I’m sold,” Anna said, sliding to the foot of the bed. “I want to try that when you get back.”

“How about you, Thilli?” Cirro called out.

Thilli had just stepped out of the bathtub and was drying her lithe body off with a fresh towel. She smiled at Cirro’s question. “We’ll see. I’m open to a lot of things, but I still kind of prefer the old-fashioned way.” She went over to the door and poked her head out to call for fresh water in the bath.

Moments later I was relaxing in a hot bathtub while Anna fed me grapes. She leaned down and kissed my forehead while smiling at me. She really was an incredible partner, and I found myself grateful she had come into our lives.

Cirro approached us with a small stool in her hands. She set it next to Anna and plopped down on it, then wrapped an arm around the other woman. “Boy, you’re really getting the special treatment today, aren’t you?” she asked with a lopsided grin.

I looked at her for a moment. Cirro was such a beauty, and there was something about her casualness, her sassy nature, that I absolutely adored. I reached out and placed my hand on her stomach. She wasn’t showing yet, but soon she would be.

“I’ve been thinking,” I said. “I came up with a few names.” While eating dinner my mind had wandered back to the old strongman contests I watched when I was younger. Half of the guys there seemed to be from Iceland, so of course they had great names. I thought about Hafthor, Brian Shaw, Jon Pall Sigmarsson, and of course….”

“How about Magnus?” I asked. Magnus Ver Magnusson was one of the greatest strongmen to ever live, and from all accounts was an all-around nice guy. Plus, he had the coolest name ever. “If the baby is a boy, that is,” I added.

“Magnus?” Cirro said the name several times as if tasting it. “That’s certainly not a goblin name. Who is it?”

“He was a strongman from back in my world,” I explained. “Strongest man in the world for four years.”

She shrugged. “It sounds a little strange to my ears, but I like the name. And it seems to be based on a good person. Have you thought of any girl names?”

That one had been harder for me, but fortunately I had an answer. “Sara,” I said. “Another athlete, and a successful one but I always felt she had a charming personality.”

“Was she beautiful?” Cirro asked, leaning her head to one side. “Not to be a prude, but I don’t want my daughter named after an ugly woman.” Next to her, Anna laughed.

“Yes,” I said. “She had bright blonde hair and blue eyes and a big smile.” I had watched her at the crossfit games a few times and her interviews often made me laugh. I continued with another name.

“There was also a woman named Cecilia, a famous scientist,” I explained. “I can’t remember her last name, but she was the person to figure out that stars are mostly made from hydrogen and helium gas. It was a monumental discovery, one of the most important in history.”

Cirro’s face brightened. “Oh, Cecilia. I like that name. So, Magnus for a boy and Cecilia for a girl?”

I nodded, fully happy with both of those names. “Yeah,” I said. “And it’ll be fun to teach our child about the person they’re named after.”

“What do you think?” Cirro asked, looking down at her stomach. She placed a hand on her flat stomach and smiled. “Are you going to be King Magnus one day? Or Queen Cecilia?”

Shit. Considering who I was and that Cirro’s child would be my first, that was a distinct possibility. King Freg had no male heir, after all. His daughter might….

Shit shit shit.

I looked over at Lossia. “Uh, Lossia?” I asked. “What happens after your parents pass away, or no longer want to rule?”

She gave me an odd look, like I was asking what color the sky was or if snow was cold. “Well, I’d rather not think about their lives ending any time soon. But I imagine they’ll want to retire and live the rest of their years in peace at some point in the future. When that day happens, I will have the option of becoming queen, if I choose.”

I was going to be king one day.
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“And as your husband, I would be king?” I asked. That was the last thing I wanted. I had been hoping to spend my years in peace, here in Gillamoor in our new house.

Lossia frowned prettily. “Hard to say. We are, of course, in a rather strange situation. If I were to choose to become queen, then you would become king, yes.” She looked at Anna and Cirro. “I’m not sure what the rest of you would be, although you would certainly hold an honored position and live in the palace with us. As I said, this is a unique situation and one that would require some adjustment.”

“What if you didn’t want to become queen?” I asked.

“Then I would work with my parents to select the new king. It would have to be someone of the finest character, someone compassionate and worthy of leading us.” She saw me staring at Cirro’s stomach. “Yes, he would be a possibility. I hadn’t brought it up because this would be years in the future, were it to ever happen.”

“You’re right,” I said. “It’s not worth stressing over at the moment. We have enough on our plate.” I reached out and touched Cirro’s stomach again. A tiny voice in the back of my head said his name. King Magnus.

“Alright, enough wasting time,” Thilli said. “We need to get moving. They’re out front waiting on us.” She had already donned a dark gray shirt and fastened her black vest over it, and was pulling her boots on, also black just like her breeches. Her color preferences were really starting to settle in, and judging by much of my new clothing, Trina was taking cues.

She was right though; we needed to leave. With a sigh, I stepped out of the tub and quickly dried myself off. Thilli brought me a snowy white shirt and a pair of dark breeches, and I pulled them on. After that, she handed me the amulet I had taken from Odewyn and put it around my neck. That was the most important part.

“Don’t be gone too long,” Anna said, brushing an invisible piece of lint from my sleeve. Her bottom lip didn’t quite pout, but it was close.

“We’ll be waiting for you,” Lossia said, slowly approaching me. She looked sad as well. I had left before, but this time they seemed genuinely upset about Thilli and me leaving.

“We’ll be back before you know it,” I said, winking at them. “And when we get back, the five of us will pick up right where we left off.”

“At least I should be able to get plenty of work done on our home,” Lossia said. “Later today I’m traveling to the west to help Anna’s brothers fell some trees.”

With all the stone work we had completed yesterday, I figured it was only a matter of time before we moved on to wood. Cutting the logs early would also give them a chance to dry naturally so they wouldn’t split as much, or worse, rot.

Cirro walked up and slipped an arm around Lossia’s waist. She kissed the woman on the cheek and smiled at her.

“How’s your ass feel?” she asked with a grin.

“Happy,” Lossia said, then laughed. “And full.”

Cirro reached back and slapped Lossia on her bottom. Lossia giggled.

“You two are something else,” I said, shrugging into a green jacket. Since we were going south, I decided I wouldn’t need anything overly thick and protective. When I got back, however, that heavy coat would become my best friend. I also had armor to help keep me warm. But for this trip, I grabbed a spare jacket and all three of my cloaks. No telling when they would come in handy.

One of the local leather workers had crafted a rudimentary suitcase for me. Really, it was just a decorative leather bag with pockets on the inside. I stuffed a half dozen fresh shirts and breeches in there, then filled the rest of the space with other useful items. Thilli had one as well, and hers was overflowing with clothing.

“I’ll take those out to the wagon,” I said, extending a hand to her. She handed me her bag and I threw one over each shoulder, then left the room.

The temple was bustling with activity at this hour. A dozen or so goblins were in the main chamber, offering prayers to Zozella, and temple workers cleaned the place as they did on a daily basis. Tossee caught my eye and smiled.

I lugged the two bags through the tall, open doors and hurried down the stairs. My wagon was parked outside with two horses hitched to the front of it. To my utter dismay, Taco was not one of the horses, although I quickly realized he was simply too large for that. I tossed our bags in the back of the wagon and waved to Ulenor, who was busy rubbing the neck of a third horse. He held the reins of a fourth horse, as well.

“Good morning, Ulenor,” I said.

“Good to see you, Andrew,” the old wizard replied. “Are you ready?”

I wanted to tell him I needed another two hours so I could pump a round into each of my wives again. Instead, I smiled and nodded. “I just need to get a few more things and Thilli and I will be ready to go.

I turned back and walked up the stairs, taking them two at a time. The weather was cool and brisk, but it was a bright day. The sun largely kept the chill off.

Once back in my room, I fetched my huge crossbow and the roll of bolts. Carrying both was a bit cumbersome, but I managed to take them outside and put them in the back of the wagon. After that, I grabbed out armor and swords and put them in the wagon as well. Finally, I was almost ready. Only a few more things needed to go, like the slow collection of knives I seemed to be building up. Oh, and the elven crossbow. I still had some bolts for that, and I wanted the best weapons possible.

“Anything else?” I asked Thilli, looking around the room.

“Yeah, hold on,” Cirro said, hurrying up to me. She leaned up and kissed me, then smiled. “Okay, I guess you can go now.” She went to Thilli and hugged the woman so hard she squeaked. “I’m going to miss you, Thilli.”

Thilli looked slightly surprised, but she wrapped her arms around Cirro and held the woman tightly, even closing her eyes for a moment. “I’ll miss you as well, Cirro.”

Cirro reached back and slapped Thilli on the ass, then kissed her on the cheek. Before Thilli could react, Lossia was next in line to hug her, and she did so with the same tenderness. Thilli looked mildly overwhelmed by all the affection.

“Oh, Lossia,” I said as something came to me. “That elf should be here soon for more wine. I believe he said two weeks, but that could change. In fact, I kind of expect it to.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of everything,” she said. “I might even give them a discount this time,” she said with a laugh.

“Yeah, about that,” I said. “I would expect them to bring some trade goods next time to avoid the high prices.”

She nodded. “Sounds about right.”

Anna was next, and hugged me tightly. We kissed and I held her close to me for a moment, just enjoying the feeling of her next to me.

When Anna hugged Thilli, she did it in a way that exuded love and affection. She kissed Thilli on the cheek and looked deep into her violet eyes, while placing her hand tenderly along Thilli’s jawline.

“I’ll be thinking of you every day that you’re gone,” Anna said softly.

Thilli just stared, wide-eyed, while her cheeks slowly colored. “I—I’ll miss you,” she said, barely a whisper.

And with that, Anna slowly leaned forward and kissed Thilli. It was a gentle kiss, one that only lasted a few seconds. Anna pulled back a few millimeters, staring closely into Thilli’s eyes, then leaned forward and kissed her again. When she finally released Thilli, the woman looked confused and almost frightened.

I assumed that was the first time Thilli had ever kissed a woman, so she probably had some conflicted feelings. I quickly reached out and took her hand in mine to interrupt her thoughts.

“Ready?” I asked.

Thilli blinked and looked at me, clearly grateful at the distraction. “Yes, I believe so,” she said, slightly breathless. She squeezed my hand tightly and we went to the door.

“I love you all,” I said over my shoulder. “Don’t get into too much trouble while I’m gone.” With that, I opened the door and left. As it closed, I heard Cirro whispering something to Anna and the two of them giggled.

I kept Thilli’s hand in mine as we walked through the temple, past the staring people. Together, we walked out the door to the caravan that waited on us.

“There she is,” Ulenor said, waving. “Good morning, Thilli.”

“Oh, good morning Ulenor,” she said, smiling at him.

“I made sure they supplied us with better food this time,” Ulenor said. “Although Nerras will certainly be able to supplement our diet with what he can fell with a bow. We also have two tents, this time. I figured you and the Mother would appreciate that.”

“Where would I be without you, Ulenor?” I asked.

“Cold and hungry, apparently,” he replied, chuckling and patting his horse’s neck.

I helped Thilli climb onto the front seat of the wagon. She stepped onto the stirrup and pulled herself up, then slid over to the right side. Once she was set, I pulled myself up after her and settled into the driver’s seat.

“It’s a shame Taco can’t come with us,” I said as I grabbed the reins.

“Who?” Thilli asked.

“My new horse. Just wait until you see him, he’s great,” I replied. I twisted and looked behind the wagon at Ulenor. “Ready?”

“I’ve been ready for half an hour, Andrew,” he replied.

“Alright, time to go,” I said, clicking my tongue. The horses pulled against their harnesses and we were off, trudging through the streets of Gillamoor at a slow pace. As usual, people waved at us as we rode by. People were always glad to see me and one of the Mothers. Some still pointed and stared at the minotaur skull mounted above my head, but they were getting used to that as well.

“Time to take a trip to hell,” I said to myself.
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With such a trip ahead of us, I mentally chided myself for not having asked Ulenor to bring some books. Passing time while riding slowly on a wagon was a daunting prospect; one could only count birds or certain types of trees so many times before admitting it was just plain boring.

Fortunately, I had some good companions next to me. Shortly after we passed through the main gate, I reached over and laid a hand on Thilli’s thigh, snapping her out of whatever thoughts she had been having.

“Are you doing okay over there?” I asked.

“Of course,” she replied, a bit too quickly. “Why would I not be? Is something wrong?”

I laughed. “You knew she liked you, right?”

Thilli went silent for a moment. “Yes, and she’s very sweet, and a teacher, but I’ve never thought of a woman in that way before. Something about it, deep inside my mind, is uncomfortable with the whole notion. Not of being with a woman, but that I belong to you and no one else.”

That made sense. It was a lot to unpack, after all. “This whole thing has been rather sudden,” I said calmly, hoping I could ease her stress a bit. “A few months ago you pledged to get pregnant to help save your people. Now, you’re going to marry an alien along with three other women, and one of them happens to be in love with you. The change is rather astounding.”

She pursed her lips and stared at the ground. “I just don’t know how I feel. I mean, I like her—anyone would, Anna is smart and beautiful and kind. But it all feels so new. I feel like I’m wandering in the forest in the dark and don’t know which way is north.”

“Well, you certainly won’t be forced into anything,” I said. “If you were to tell Anna that you liked her but were only really interested in men, I know she would understand. But, if you are open to giving it a try, you just might find yourself with a new source of love and happiness.”

She shrugged. “You’re probably right. I’ll think about it when we get back.”

We continued in silence for a bit while I admired the beauty around us. The road continued south, through the wide field that stretched for a mile before any trees sprang up. As the weather cooled, the leaves continued to change color; most were orange and red now, instead of the yellow I had seen so much of only a week or two earlier. Red and brown leaves littered the forest floor, with only the needles of the evergreens holding on in the colder weather.

After a while, Thilli reached over and slipped her hand in mine. I looked over at her and smiled, then held her hand tightly. Fortunately, the horses knew to follow the path, so there was no real need to steer the wagon.

“Think we’ll run into any more elves on this trip?” Thilli asked as we entered the trees.

“I sure hope not,” I said. “Although if we do, at least they might have heard of us now. Harming us would piss off Lord Farozhin, and I get the idea he’s the kind of guy that simply kills people that bother him.”

“Sounds about right,” Thilli said. “Do you know what we’ll be facing in the Drowned Lands?”

I sighed. “Yes,” I answered. “I think I’d rather go over that after we pick up Nerras. Probably tonight, when we make camp, and definitely after we eat.”

The trees thickened, and I turned to look behind us. Gillamoor was only a spot on the horizon, and eventually disappeared as the road turned slightly to the east.

After ten minutes, I began scanning the left side of the road for the small, hidden path that led to Nerras’s camp. To my surprise, I found the man himself standing there, waiting on us. His saddlebags and bedroll were neatly stacked at his feet, and he leaned against a tree, whittling a small branch with his belt knife.

“Nerras!” I called out. He didn’t look up until we pulled up next to him.

“Good timing,” he said, tossing the piece of wood away and sheathing his belt knife. “I was beginning to go a little stir crazy out here.”

“Are Ozee and Kless with you?” I asked.

He shook his head. “They left yesterday and went back to the city. As usual, they’ll be staying in my house until we return. I’m sure they’ll be grateful for a fireplace and a hot bath.”

Ulenor slowly walked up, holding the reins of the spare horse. He handed them over to Nerras with a slight bow, then walked back behind our wagon so he could climb back into his saddle.

“Good to see you, girl,” Nerras said, rubbing the horse’s nose. She whickered and rubbed her great head against him, nearly knocking him over.

Nerras tossed his saddlebags over the horse’s croup, then tied his bedroll behind the saddle. A quiver fastened to the front of his saddle, to be easily accessible. Once that was done, he pulled himself into the saddle, short horsebow still in hand. He turned to me and nodded.

“Think we’ll run into any more…guests on this trip?” he asked, looking down at his bow.

“Thilli asked the same thing,” I said. “I don’t think so, but if we do they should leave us alone. Anyone that messes with us is likely to incur Lord Farozhin’s wrath.”

Nerras grunted. “That makes sense. Well, with a bit of luck we’ll have a peaceful trip.” He barked a laugh. “Until we get to the swamp, that is.” He shifted his hard gaze to Thilli and smiled. “Good to see you, Thilli,” he said, offering her a slight, seated bow.

“You too, Nerras,” she replied warmly.

“I suppose you’ll want to scout ahead?” I asked.

Nerras nodded. “Yeah, best to be safe. Maybe I can get us something to eat as well. Did you guys bring any spices this time?”

“Ulenor said we’ll have better food than last time,” I said. “Although I’ll make sure to keep my eyes out for that patch of oregano I saw last time.” I looked over at Thilli. “Uh, Dofray, I think you called it.” She smiled back at me and I clicked my tongue at the horses. We were off.

“I spoke with the mayor,” Thilli said after a moment. “Last time we traveled together you asked if I would want a vineyard. I’ve decided that yes, I do want one. Two, actually; one for red grapes and one for white. Mayor Beezle said there is some land to the east of Gillamoor he can give us. Not a large parcel, but it’s on a gently sloping hill that catches the sun. And the soil is half gravel, so farmers want nothing to do with it.”

I smiled. One of the few things I knew about wine was that some of the best ones were grown in terrible soil. Apparently, when the vine struggled to survive, it made for better grapes.

“We’ll have to get some cuttings from Colonel Chuleel’s vines to start us off,” I said. “And from your father’s, as well. Who knows, maybe we’ll find some wild grape vines that are decent.”

Thilli gave me an odd look, as if I had just said I would balance fruit on top of my head. “Andrew, you can’t just use any old vine to make wine. Some grapes make good wine, as you’ve tasted, but some are only good for jams or for eating.”

I nodded slowly as she spoke. “Well, in that case I suppose you’ll be in charge of the vineyard.”

Thilli laughed. “We’ll have to hire a few people to maintain it. Some of the local farmers might be grateful for the extra work, although we’ll have to train them in how to take care of vines.”

Once again life reminded me that I needed money. I had received a handful of silver from my efforts in training the soldiers of Gillamoor, but that simply wasn’t enough. I needed gold, and piles of it, if I wanted to make this happen. Perhaps we could sell our wine to the elves, and Lossia could continue to overcharge them. It was a thought.

With a grin, I slowed our wagon and finally halted it. Thilli gave me a strange look, and Ulenor called out from behind us.

“Everything’s fine,” I said as I stepped down. A few feet off the left side of the road stood a handful of oregano bushes. This time, I grabbed a handful of small branches, enough to last a while. When I climbed back into the wagon, I stuck the stems in the hoop next to me, so they could dry in the air over the next few days. That would keep them fresh enough to use.

“I’m impressed you remembered that,” Thilli said. “Sometimes, you’re just one surprise after another.”

“You just wait,” I said, although I had nothing to follow that up with. Her imagination would fill in the rest.

We continued for another few hours in the tranquility of the forest. The wide path gently turned back to the south, and it wound its way between both young and ancient trees alike. Eventually, Ulenor rode next to us and handed out food for lunch.

They were still travel rations, but it was an improvement. Dark, crusty bread was always a favorite, and it was made all the better when Ulenor brought out a small jar filled with dark jam. I smelled it and immediately recognized the scent; I had tasted this the other day, and it reminded me of spiced figs or dates or something similar.

Of course, we still got our share of dried meat, but at least Thilli had thought to include a few wine skins again. We each finished our lunch with an apple, and washed it down with a splash of wine. Nerras showed up a few minutes later, and he was delighted when he saw what we had.

“We have some salted belly meat wrapped in paper as well,” Ulenor said. “Enough for a few good stews.”

It took me a moment to realize what Ulenor was talking about. Bacon. Although I hadn’t seen any pigs in Brovania, so I wasn’t quite sure what animal it would come from. Antelope bacon perhaps? Still, the extra flavor would be welcome.

“How are things going with Kless and Ozee?” I asked Nerras, hoping to keep the man around for a few minutes before he went back to scouting ahead.

His customary frown immediately faded into a smile when I mentioned the two beautiful women. “Life is good with them, although as I said earlier, I know they’re eager for the easier life found in the city. They love each other as much as they love me. Kless has really warmed up to the thought of having a woman as a partner, just as Ozee now fully accepts me.”

“That’s great,” I said. “I’m really happy for you, Nerras.”

“Thanks,” he said, stuffing a piece of bread and jam in his mouth. He swallowed and continued. “I still want to build a larger house when we get back. I might be able to just add on to mine, but I think it would be better to start fresh. I could sell mine to some young couple and build something better. It’s not the most common thing, but sometimes people buy houses instead of building them.”

“Maybe you can be our neighbor,” I said.

Nerras laughed. “I can’t afford Temple Gardens.”

I made a mental note to talk to the mayor about that. We couldn’t have done any of this without Nerras, so the man deserved some sort of reward. Although he was too humble to accept anything.

“They’ve been talking about names,” Nerras continued. “If one of them gets pregnant, they’ll be the first goblin women to get pregnant in nearly five years.” He looked over at me. “Pure goblin, that is. You don’t count, no offense.”

“None taken,” I said. “I know I’m a special case. If you don’t mind me asking, how’s that going?”

Nerras gave a nod of satisfaction. “Good,” he said. “There are some days where I’m not quite there yet, but after a month of no poison rain, I’m almost fully healed. I tell you, I’m just grateful it wasn’t permanent.”

I was glad for the man, but his healing just reinforced how evil Vogrim’s poison rain was. It wouldn’t even kill them quickly; it was designed to slowly deteriorate the entire goblin people until they faded into nothing.

Being the smallest and weakest race in the area, the goblins were most likely the test subjects, so to speak. Once he killed off the goblins, Vogrim would move onto the elves and do the same to them. Then the orcs. In the space of one or two generations, three entire nations would be completely defeated, and his minions would swarm across the land and conquer everything; maybe even the lands beyond.

I wanted to keep the mood light, so we talked about houses. I described some of the houses back in my world, and how much they different from the southern states to the northern states. Nerras and Thilli spoke about similar trends in Brovania.

Time passed quickly, and before we knew it the sun began sinking below the trees. Nerras scouted ahead to find a good location to camp, while I reached over and grabbed Thilli’s hand. It didn’t take Nerras long; in short order we were pulling into the same campsite we had stayed at during our previous trip.

“I’m looking forward to a warm fire and sleeping outside,” Thilli said.

I reached over and put my arm around her. “I’m just looking forward to sleeping next to you,” I said.


32



Thilli and I carefully untacked the horses and set them to safely grazing while Nerras picked over the campsite. It was still in good shape from our last visit; the stones for the fire were still in a perfect circle. Together, we carried the tents over to the smooth patch of ground while Ulenor rattled off a series of spells to get the fire going for us. He created a convenient pile of dried firewood, as well, telling us it would come in handy the next time we stopped.

Nerras dug through the travel rations with Ulenor and together they created a delicious stew of salted antelope bacon—I asked, and it was indeed that antelope-like animal I had seen long ago—tiny white beans, oregano, and some root vegetables that had also been packed.

“Tomorrow I’ll get a bird for dinner,” Nerras said as he stirred the small cast iron pot with a metal spoon. “Fresh food will go a long way towards keeping us content on this trip. And we should enjoy it while we can; I know we won’t be able to eat anything in the Drowned Lands.”

“Are you ready to tell us about it now?” Thilli asked.

I grabbed two of the small, folding stools from the back of the wagon and walked over to the fire, where I set them down. One was for Thilli, and the other for Ulenor. I sat next to Thilli, cross-legged on the soft ground.

“Many years ago, the lands belonged to the elves,” I began. “After Eldrick created the sword and shield to kill Vogrim but failed his assassination attempt, Vogrim sent the shield down to the Drowned Lands. More importantly, he sent a monster to guard it, to ensure no one could ever retrieve the shield and use it against him.”

“I’m glad you listened,” Ulenor said, combing his fingers through his long beard.

“Why didn’t he just destroy the sword and shield?” Thilli asked.

“Because he can’t,” I replied. “He can’t even touch them. Also, correct me if I’m wrong, but I think they’re bordering on indestructible.”

Ulenor nodded in confirmation.

“This monster is called a plague beast,” I said. “It’s so foul, so evil, that its corruption spread around it until it had consumed the entire swamp, turning it into the Drowned Lands we know of today. The elves that originally lived there were caught in the corruption.”

“Good,” Thilli said, and Nerras grunted in agreement.

“The poison has seeped into their bodies and changed every speck of them, turning them into embodiments of walking, living disease,” Ulenor explained, taking over for a moment. His voice was quiet and somber. “It boggles the mind how beings like this can still live, yet through the evil powers of the plague beast, they continue on, though their blood has turned to poisonous bile.”

“So, how do we kill them?” Nerras asked. As usual, straight to the point.

“Try not to get close,” Ulenor said. “And if you have to get close, be careful with that sword of yours. A spear might be better, as you can put a few feet between you. The best way would be a bow.”

“I made sure we have plenty of them,” I said. “I have my new crossbow with plenty of bolts, and I also brought that elven crossbow we got on our last trip. And you have your bow, Nerras. So I think we’ll be fine.”

“This sounds horrible,” Thilli said. “Now I understand why you wanted to wait until after dinner. That’ll definitely put a damper on an appetite.”

“Speak for yourself,” Nerras said, stirring the pot. “I could eat this entire thing myself.”

“The most important thing we have for our survival is that amulet Andrew is wearing around his neck,” Ulenor said, pointing at my throat. “That will keep the corruption at bay, though I do not know how much or how far. But without that, we would all die in a matter of minutes as the air turned our insides to liquid.”

“Stop,” Thilli said, placing a hand over her stomach.

“My apologies,” Ulenor said. “I only say that to highlight how dangerous the swamp is. Since turning to poison, no one has ever entered the Drowned Lands and returned. We will be the first. Several trade posts used to thrive there, but now all we will find is death and worse.”

“Stew’s done,” Nerras said. He began pouring the hot stew into four wooden bowls.

“Will we be able to travel easily down there?” Thilli asked. “It’s a swamp, after all. Will the wagon even make it?”

“While it is a swamp, I expect us to travel with ease once we find the road,” Ulenor said. “Remember, it used to be elven lands. They build roads almost as well as goblins. While the corruption of the swamp is great, I believe the paving stones will remain largely unharmed.”

I looked over at the wagon for a moment. “That’s something else I’ve been meaning to work on,” I said. “Wagons are horrible.”

“What do you mean?” Ulenor asked as Nerras handed him a bowl of stew.

“I mean we’re being jostled for ten hours a day on that thing,” I said. “There’s got to be a way to make some softer tires or suspension or something. Springs shouldn’t be too hard, although your uhh, wagon makers?”

“Wainwright,” Thilli corrected. She accepted a bowl of stew from Nerras with a murmured word of thanks.

“Thanks. Your wainwrights will have to figure out a strong way to mount the springs to the wagons. I’m sure it isn’t that hard.” I thought for a moment. Rubber came from trees, at least in my world. Did they have anything comparable here? Could I wrap the wheels with multiple layers of leather instead? No, that wouldn’t last long enough, and probably wouldn’t do much to absorb bumps.

“I wonder if magic could be used,” I muttered, but my mind was stuck on suspension. That had to be the easiest way.

“Magic, to improve the wagons?” Thilli asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “Think about it. If you hit a bump, it lifts one wheel. The wheels don’t flex, so if they don’t break it will lift that corner of the wagon. The entire thing. Eventually, something will give and the wood splinters and breaks. But imagine if, when we hit a bump, that wheel simply moved up and the rest of the wagon stayed in place.”

Everyone looked at me when I said that. I continued.

“The axles could be mounted on springs. On flexible pieces of steel. The axles don’t connect to the wagon itself—these springs would separate them. If we hit a rock, the piece of steel would flex and allow that wheel to move a few inches, so nothing would break.” I wasn’t a suspension expert, but the concept seemed simple enough. I was going to have someone build something like that as soon as we got back.

“I imagine that would cut down on broken wheels and axles quite a bit,” Nerras said. “Sounds like something the military needs, especially if we start using wagons more often.”

“Which we will, eventually,” I said. “Earlier, I had the thought of a huge ballista mounted on a wagon. Imagine one big enough to drive a spear-sized bolt right through a dozen orcs.”

Nerras whistled between his teeth. “That does sound impressive, although I’m not sure when we would need it. I would imagine the safety of our walls would be our greatest asset.”

“You’re right,” I said, taking my first bite of stew. As expected, it was quite good. “It was mostly just a thought experiment.”

“Although in the right situation, I suppose it could skewer a minotaur,” Nerras said.

“Now you’re talking,” I replied.

“What other ideas do you have for us?” Thilli asked.

“I’m sure I’ll come up with something,” I told her, taking another bite. “I still think flying would be great, but we’re years from that.”

Thilli laughed. “Flying? Like a bird?”

I shook my head. “No, like a plane. It’s not only possible, but easier than you would think, as long as we could create a propulsion system. Some kind of motor to move air. And until that’s invented, it won’t be easy. Although maybe something like a hang glider would be possible, with the right materials.”

“The difference in our two worlds astounds me,” Ulenor said. “We are not that different, you and I, but I couldn’t even begin to dream up the things you have mentioned. And yet you say magic doesn’t exist in your world.”

I nodded. “In the past, people were sometimes accused of using magic. They were often killed, as people thought they were evil. We humans have a rather…interesting history in that aspect.”

“The more you describe your world, the more nightmarish it sounds,” Thilli said. “No offense.”

“None taken,” I said. “Life here has certainly been more peaceful, even taking Vogrim into consideration.”

“That is something I’ve been trying to research,” Ulenor said, frowning around a bite of stew. “How we are going to ultimately kill Vogrim.”

“I had a few ideas, but I’ll take any advice I can get,” I said.

“Most writings that mention Vogrim seem rather far-fetched, describing him as nearly god-like and immune to all spells and physical attacks. True, he is a powerful sorcerer, but some scrolls mention people attacking him and passing right through, as if he were a ghost. As I said, most of them seem far-fetched. Almost as if Vogrim himself wants everyone to think he is immortal.”

“Sounds about right,” I said. “No matter how powerful he is, a sword through the heart will kill anyone.”

“Or an arrow through the head,” Nerras said.

“Fire might work, although he would certainly have defenses against that,” Ulenor added. “Unless you could somehow put the fire inside his body. Hard to defend against that.”

“You guys really know how to make entertaining conversation,” Thilli said wryly.

I shrugged. “Sorry honey. It’s gotta be done. At least all of this should be over soon.”

She transferred her wry grin to me and tossed me her wine skin. I took a drink, always grateful for that incredible wine her father made.

“If you’ll excuse me, I need to find a tree,” Nerras said, pushing himself to his feet. He grabbed his bow and left the fire and disappeared among the trees.

“Is he afraid someone is going to attack him while he takes a piss?” Thilli asked.

“Can’t be too safe,” I said. “He always guards himself, which is a good habit to be in. We should all be more like him, especially where we’re going.”

Thilli’s wry grin turned into a frown. She reached out and took my hand and gave it a squeeze. Her eyes met mine and I saw her thoughts, plain as day, written all over her face. She was scared, but she didn’t want to admit it.

“It won’t be easy, but we’re all going to be fine,” I said, placing my other hand atop hers. “I promise. We’ll be telling Cirro, Anna, and Lossia our crazy stories in two or three weeks.”

She gave me a grateful smile. “Nerras will probably want us to wake early in the morning. I’m going to go ahead and get some sleep.” She leaned over and kissed my cheek, then stood and walked to our tent.

“She has the right idea,” Ulenor said, pulling his small spell book from beneath his robe. “We should all get as much sleep as possible these early days, when things are still safe. I still have some work I need to do, but you should enjoy a quiet evening with your wife-to-be.” He gave me a small, knowing smile.

I took another sip from Thilli’s wine skin to wash out my mouth, then pushed the stopper in tightly. “You’re right,” I said. “We won’t have these opportunities in the Drowned Lands. We’re going to be on edge the entire time. Can you still use that time keeping spell, so we can take shifts tonight?”

Nerras walked back to the fire, bow in hand.

“Of course,” Ulenor replied. “And I’ll set a ward around the campsite as well, so that nothing can get close without me knowing.”

“I’m going to sleep in the wagon like last time,” Nerras said, looking down at Ulenor. “No offense, wizard, but if I’m not sleeping next to Kless or Ozee, I’d rather sleep alone. Besides, sleeping in the wagon keeps me near most of our weapons.” He finished with a grin.

“Off to bed, all of you,” Ulenor said as if shooing away children.

Thilli had laid out her bedroll next to mine, essentially creating one large bed. I stripped down and crawled in next to her, and she immediately wrapped her arms around me.

“I try not to be jealous, but I’ve really been looking forward to this,” Thilli said quietly. “Just you and I.” She kissed me, softly, and within seconds she was on top of me, her hips working up and down. We made passionate love that evening and held each other tightly afterwards. Thilli fell asleep lying on my chest with a satisfied smile upon her beautiful face.
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By day two, the monotony of travel began to rear its ugly head. Nerras stayed near the wagon more often than the previous day, and he and Thilli sometimes sang old folk songs to pass the time. Some of them were a bit rowdy and brought a laugh from everyone, even Ulenor.

Shortly before lunch, Nerras rode out ahead, scouting as usual. He was gone for roughly an hour, but when he returned he had a fat bird hanging from the rear of his saddle. While our travel rations were better than last time, fresh game would go a long way towards keeping the meals enjoyable.

“Say, Ulenor,” I asked as I crunched on an apple. “Does this road lead straight to the Drowned Lands? I know we’ve taken it all the way to York before, but did it at one point continue south to the swamp?”

He nodded. “It did. I imagine the path is overgrown now, but with luck it will still be usable. If luck is not with us, we’ll be using magic to smooth the ground so our wagon can pass.”

“Well, at least we got plenty of practice with that when we went to fight Odewyn,” I muttered. Chopping through trees and undergrowth was not how I wanted to spend my time, but I would do what had to be done. Even glorified yard work.

We made note of several places as we continued south. Our previous campsites were still quite usable, which made each evening’s process of setting up camp take less time.

Beginning on day two, we started an evening routine each time we stopped. After setting up our camp, Nerras would spar with both me and Thilli. While I was twice her size, I was beginning to think Thilli could take me in a sword fight. She struck as fast as lightning and could dodge as well as Nerras.

Then, while Nerras worked on dinner, Ulenor would run me and Thilli through magical exercises. He focused on speed, helping us to draw on our magical power and use it as quickly as possible.

“If you take too long to attack, you might not survive,” Ulenor said gravely. “To succeed against Vogrim, you will have to be both strong and fast. You will have to defend yourself against his attacks, while somehow getting past his defenses. It is no easy task, but I have faith in you, Andrew.”

After that, he directed Thilli to attack me with small amounts of magical power, so I could continue learning how to defend myself. She tried to set me on fire, and I took the heat and sent it into our campfire, which flared brightly. Water suddenly formed in my mouth and sinuses, and I immediately moved it across the campsite, where it splashed harmlessly on the ground. Something pulled at me, tugging me backwards, and I reversed the gravitational pull and stood firmly on the ground.

“You continue to impress me with the speed at which you learn,” Ulenor said, combing his fingers through his beard. “Keep it up, and I might just start to believe in you.” He punctuated that last comment with a wink and a grin.

“Soon I’ll be teaching you,” I said, giving him a good-natured clap on the shoulder.

“You’ve been progressing as well, young lady,” Ulenor said to Thilli. “You’re still not very powerful, but you’ve grown by leaps and bounds.”

“Nice to know I’m becoming an asset,” Thilli said. She turned to me and grinned. “And here I thought you just brought me along for my looks.”

That evening Thilli’s appetite for intimacy was voracious. We made love three times, in a multitude of positions. If she wasn’t pregnant yet, that would certainly change in short order.

Her favorite way to finish me off was by riding me. After I came, she liked to snuggle on my chest with me still inside her. I wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly.

“Should we talk about names?” she asked.

“You mean baby names?” I replied. “I’m not sure. I suppose it’s only appropriate.”

“What do you want?” Thilli asked, looking up at me. “A boy or a girl?”

I thought on that for a moment. What did I want? The child’s gender wasn’t overly important to me. Both men and women could hold positions of power among the goblin people.

“Honestly, I think it’s more important that the baby is simply healthy,” I said. “I’m sure I’ll have plenty of boys and girls, and I’ll love them all equally.”

“I wonder what our child will look like,” Thilli said. “Black hair, that much is easy to assume. If our baby is a mix of us, then I suppose her skin will be pale green. Eye color?” She looked up at me, her violet eyes focusing on my green ones. “Who knows. She’ll be tall, that’s for certain. Tall and strong.”

“I’ll change you forever,” I said quietly. “All of our people. My children will change the entire goblin race.”

“I don’t know if you’ll have enough for that,” Thilli said. “How many women have you mated with so far?”

I frowned in thought. “I think around two hundred,” I said.

“I think half of that number is just Trina,” Thilli said. I looked down at her and she laughed. “I’m not mad, don’t worry. Trina is quite beautiful, and she provides you with fine clothing. It’ll be something if you can get her pregnant. I’ve never heard of a woman getting with child at almost seventy years of age.”

I felt a bit of relief at that. Trina was a gorgeous woman, and she was a barrel of fun in bed. I wasn’t sure if I could get her pregnant or not, but it was certainly fun trying. Although with Zozella’s blessing, who knew how many I could impregnate?

Thilli was quiet for a while after that. I hugged her tightly, and she squeezed me back.

“Are you alright?” I asked. “What are you thinking about?”

“Numbers,” she replied.

“Care to explain?”

“I know you’ve been doing your part,” she said. “And with Zozella’s help, you’ve been able to mate with a lot of women. Now that I really think about it, though, I’m not sure if it’s enough. In order to truly ensure our survival should the worst happen, in order to make a generation of goblins resistant to Vogrim’s curse, you would have to sire thousands of children.”

I swallowed heavily. “I think my dick is chapped just thinking about it.” Thousands? Was that even possible?

Thilli began moving her hips side to side in the small figure eight motion she often did. “I’m going to enjoy every day I have you to myself,” she said, leaning up to kiss my chin. “You’re going to make love to me morning and night, as many times as you can. But when we return, we’re going to have to figure out a way to really push things. I’ll pray to Zozella about it.”

Well, if anyone could make it happen, it was that goddess. She had already given me the ability to have sex a dozen times per day, after all. I began to wonder what Thilli was planning.

Thilli took my hands and slid them down to her hips. “But for now, it’s still just the two of us.” She smiled at me and we kissed.

I squeezed her hips and buttocks and began to rise again. Thilli smiled against my lips and worked her hips back and forth as I grew inside her.

“I love that you can do that,” she said. She leaned forward and tucked her head beneath my chin. I kept my hands on her bottom, squeezing it as she worked her pussy up and down my full length.

Thilli’s pussy was nothing short of incredible, as was her entire body. Thanks to Zozella’s blessing, I was able to thoroughly enjoy it multiple times daily. We stayed like that, her lying against my chest and my hands on her hips, and she rode me to completion. With Nerras and Ulenor outside I avoided my usual moans and shouts and kept it to some heavy breathing.

“I love it when you cum inside me,” Thilli said quietly as she traced a finger along my jawline. “I’d have you do it a dozen times per day if we had the time.”

We fell asleep that way, with Thilli lying on my chest and my cock still inside her. That seemed to happen more and more as of late.

I certainly wasn’t complaining.

Midnight came too soon. Ulenor’s hushed whispers pulled me from the depths of my slumber. I gently slid Thilli off of me and laid her on the bedroll next to me, then pulled on my clothes. After pulling my boots on, I grabbed the small elven crossbow and exited the tent.

“All is calm, I hope,” I said to Ulenor.

He nodded. “And hopefully things will stay that way.” He yawned and stretched his arms over his head until his back popped. “With a bit of luck, this trip will be completely uneventful, at least until we enter the Drowned Lands.”

“Fingers crossed,” I said. “Hey, I need a small favor from you.”

“Of course, Andrew. How can I help?”

“I need another potion,” I said. “Like the one you made for me when I went to York. So I can mate with more women.”

Ulenor grinned at me. “Trying to do your best, I see. Yes, yes, I’ll make one for you as soon as we get back. Don’t worry.”

“Thilli was running some numbers in her head earlier. If I’m to truly help repopulate and make enough goblins that are resistant to Vogrim’s curse, I need to impregnate at least a thousand women.”

Ulenor whistled softly. “That is a tall order indeed. I suppose it could be done, given enough time.”

“That’s my problem,” I said. “I don’t really have time. The longer I wait, the closer we get to Vogrim launching an attack against Gillamoor. We both know he’s planning on doing that; it’s just a matter of time.”

Ulenor nodded, his face grim. “Having all the sex you can before we all possibly die. That doesn’t quite sound like the hero’s tale, does it?”

“Well, I don’t plan on dying,” I told him. “Although at the least, me breeding with all these women will help the goblins to be taller and stronger. Since I’m so capable with magic, I’m hoping some of that will pass to my offspring.”

“Yes, yes, that wouldn’t work if none of your children had any ability with magic,” Ulenor said. “I’ll be honest with you. I’m not sure what we would even do in that case. Perhaps we can offer a prayer to Zozella and ask for her help.”

“She’s done so much for me already,” I said. “I know deities are limited in how much they can help. I don’t want to push it.”

“I’m sure she’ll find a way,” Ulenor said, smiling faintly. “She has always been a compassionate one, eager to help.” He continued smiling at nothing for a while, then finally turned to his tent. “Well, I need my sleep. Good night, Andrew.” With that, he tapped a finger on the hourglass floating in the air, and the sand began draining.
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Part of me wanted to work Thilli’s shift for her. She was my wife, after all, so the last thing I wanted to do was take two hours of sleep from her. However, should anything truly bad happen, I needed to be at my strongest. As the most powerful magic user, I needed my rest.

“Sorry, honey,” I said quietly as I stuck my head inside the tent. I reached out and grabbed her foot, then gently shook her. “Wake up, Thilli. It’s time for your watch shift.”

She groaned without moving or opening her eyes. “I think I chose the worst possible time,” she said.

“Come on,” I said, offering her my hand.

She sighed, then reached out and let me pull her to her feet. After hugging me for a moment, she fetched her clothing and pulled it on. Bleary-eyed, she stamped her feet into her boots and grabbed the nearby crossbow, the elven one.

“At least we shouldn’t have anything to worry about this far north,” I said, handing her the thick cloak she had brought with her.

“Thanks,” she said, swinging it around her shoulders.

Together, we walked outside the tent and went to the small fire. She concentrated for a moment, then a small piece of broken branch nearby rose into the air and settled onto the hot coals. It flared brightly as she fed more heat into the fire.

“Sometimes I find myself worrying about the elves,” she said, staring into the flames. “They’re traveling to Gillamoor on a regular basis now. What was it, every week? Every other week? Either way, elves will be using this road. It’s only a matter of time before we run into them.” She scoffed. “Hopefully, it’s us. At least we have some form of safety net in our agreement with Farozhin. What if they run into some merchants from York and start a fight with them?”

I sighed. I didn’t want to think about it, but she was right. Word had certainly reached the king in York, so my hope was that any travelers would know that running into elves was a distinct possibility. Hopefully things would remain peaceful and tempers would remain in check.

“Go to sleep,” Thilli said, stifling a yawn with the back of her hand. “I’m okay. You need your rest.”

I was too tired to argue. I went over to Thilli and hugged her tightly, then went back to our tent. After pulling my boots and shirt off, I fell promptly asleep. I didn’t even wake when Thilli crawled into bed with me two hours later.

The sound of Nerras’s voice woke me later that morning. To my surprise, he was singing an old song about the changing of seasons. I was still tired, but it was late enough that we needed to get moving.

I pulled my clothes on, then left the tent while Thilli woke up. Nerras had already kicked dirt over the fire and was busy cleaning up.

Out of habit, I opened myself to my magical well and pulled a small amount of power into me, then used it to gather humidity from the surrounding air. When I had a ball of water the size of a volleyball, I lowered it onto the smoldering fire pit.

“Thanks,” Nerras said as he began folding the wizard’s tent.

Ulenor stretched his knobby arms and yawned loudly as he walked around the campsite. After checking on the horses—they were fine—he came back over to me.

“Good morning,” I said to him. “Are you feeling alright? You seem a bit off.”

He waved my words away. “I’m okay. Just some dreams about a lost love. They’re sticking around a bit this morning, it seems.” He smiled faintly.

Lost love? Was Ulenor finally going to open up about his past?

“You want to talk about any of that?” I asked gently, hoping to hear his story.

Ulenor gave a sad smile. “No, no. I think not.” He took a deep breath and rubbed his hands together. “It’s better that we hurry up and get on the road. You don’t need an old man’s regrets on your mind.”

“What about it do you regret?” I asked, hoping to trick him into talking about it.

Ulenor thought for a moment. “I supposed I used the wrong word there. I regret nothing. I paid a price for my actions, and she was worth that price.”

“Well, now I’m curious,” I said.

Ulenor smiled and turned away. “Time to get moving,” was all he said.

Nerras had us packed up and on the road in no time. When it came to efficiency, the man was a star. Once we were moving, he rode ahead, scouting the area.

We started our morning just like the rest, the wagon bumping over every piece of gravel and twig and me cursing that I didn’t act sooner on my suspension idea. At least the seat was reasonably padded. Although the awfulness of the wagon got me thinking.

“Hey Ulenor,” I said, twisting in my seat so I could look at the wizard seated behind me. “Why don’t we carry any spare wheels or axles? Something is bound to break; it’s only a matter of time.”

His small, knowing smile held a touch of pride. “We don’t need any spares, Andrew. I have a spell that can mend the wood and make it even stronger than it was before the break.”

“Of course you have a spell,” I said with a laugh. He had a spell for everything. “Do you have a spell that can shave a week off our travel time?”

“Unfortunately, I do not,” he replied. “Although some of these travel ideas you’ve mentioned are certainly appealing. I’m particularly interested in the contraption you described as a train.”

“It’ll happen with time,” I said. “I think the hardest part will be gathering enough iron ore. Laying down all that track is going to take a lot of steel and a lot of time.”

“From what you described, it will be worth it,” he said.

I didn’t know how a steam engine worked even in the slightest, but I thought I could work out a basic handcart. Even that would completely revolutionize travel in this world.

“Who has all the steel?” I asked.

“I’m not sure I understand the question,” Ulenor said slowly.

“I meant it literally,” I said. “Do the elves produce a lot of steel?”

“Honey, will you rub my feet?” Thilli asked.

“Sure,” I said, patting my thighs. She pulled her boots off and turned sideways in her seat so she could rest her feet on my lap. I was no masseuse, but I did my best, rubbing my thumb along her arch.

“The elves make high quality steel, but not in large amounts,” Ulenor said. “Honestly, they produce more magical items than anything else. They have worked out all sorts of magical devices, things that you might even be able to use.”

I frowned, squeezing Thilli’s foot as I thought on his words. “What do you mean? Do they have magical water pumps?”

“That feels wonderful,” Thilli said.

Ulenor leaned his head to the side. “You have a strange way of describing things sometimes, Andrew. Elves have fireplaces that don’t consume wood. Small, glowing boxes that glow like candles, but never burn out. They have chairs that float in the air, although those are incredibly rare.”

“Holy shit,” I said, cutting him off. “I need that. I could use that technology and make a wagon that wasn’t so fucking bumpy.” I grumbled as the wagon lurched to the side.

“Yes, but that requires trading with the elves,” Ulenor grumbled. “I do not think they would be too keen on sharing their developments with an outsider. Although so far you have done a surprisingly good job getting them to agree to a wine trade.”

“When the goblins fled the elven lands, did they bring anything?” I asked. “Any books on magic, for example?”

“We ran away with little more than the clothes on our backs,” Ulenor said softly. He looked up at me suddenly. “When the goblin people escaped and came to Brovania, they had to start from nothing.”

“Did you just—” Thilli began.

“No furniture, no tools,” Ulenor said, cutting her off. “That much is obvious, but they brought no books, no scrolls, nothing of that sort. It was a fight for survival. Or so it is said.” He cleared his throat and continued. “The goblin people have come far since those days. All of our cities, our advancements, our studies of magic, all of that comes from our hard work.”

“Impressive,” I said. “Forgive me if this is crossing the line, but I find myself wondering if some of those elven magical devices could be put to use here in Brovania. You said they have a fireplace that doesn’t consume wood. Imagine if a blacksmith had something like that. The possibilities are limitless.”

Ulenor frowned. “I dislike the thought of using anything that comes from the elves,” he said. “But you are right. They have things that could completely change our lives.”

I bookmarked that thought and told myself I would come back to it later. In such a low technology era, magic could be used as a substitute—and possibly a superior one. Even if we couldn’t buy or trade for any magical devices, perhaps there was some way I could just get some magical knowledge from the elves. A book, a scroll, something.

“My other foot please?” Thilli said, placing her left foot on my lap.

“Sure,” I said, and began rubbing it.

My thoughts continued to dwell on the idea of building a railroad system for the goblins. I remembered reading long ago that the standard width of the rails back in my world had ultimately been shaped by the width of roman wagons and chariots, and made a mental note to make them a touch wider here.

“Oh, you never answered my question,” I said to Ulenor. “Who has the steel?”

“The orcs,” he said simply. “Smithing is taken very seriously in the orcish lands. They like to claim iron is in their blood.” He laughed. “Imagine that. Iron in the blood!”

I avoided bursting his bubble.

“Being near the mountains, the orcs do a lot of mining,” Ulenor said. “So iron, steel, and stone are plentiful there. Wood is considered a rarity, and valuable to them.”

“We’re heading that direction next, you know,” I said. “After this, when we go to retrieve Eldrick’s sword. We’ll be traveling to Holmar, and there’s an orc city nearby.”

“I know, I know,” Ulenor grumbled.

“Cirro will go with you,” Thilli said. “Orcs are vile creatures and I have no desire to be any closer to them than I must. However, Cirro grew up near Holmar, so she can help you more than the rest of us.” She sighed. “Although that means I’ll have to go a few weeks without you, I suppose.”

“How will you survive?” I asked. She stuck her tongue out at me.

“I believe the orcs have enough steel to build what you describe,” Ulenor said. “The only problem would be convincing them to sell or trade it. Our history with the orcs isn’t like with the elves, but it’s still rather unpleasant. The orcs are fighters, every last one of them. If it weren’t for the thousand archers protecting Holmar, orc raiders would have looted the city and burned the remains.”

“No wonder Vogrim uses them as troops,” I said. “Sounds like he barely has to make any changes to turn them into vicious soldiers.”

Ulenor stroked his fingers through his beard. “Perhaps that is something that might work,” he said. “The orcs are a fiercely proud people,” he explained. “While they are crude and violent, they fight for their own causes. And I should emphasize that their causes are not Vogrim’s.”

“So you’re saying they’re assholes, but they aren’t Vogrim’s allies,” I said.

“Exactly,” Ulenor said with a nod. “The orcs in his army have been forced into servitude and brainwashed for generations. Little orc is left in them, except perhaps their viciousness. The orcs hate Vogrim with a burning passion because of this. There are few things that are more offensive to an orc than the notion of becoming a slave.”

“Well, at least they’re against slavery,” I said. “Unlike the elves.”

“Oh, no,” Ulenor said. “They own slaves of every race. The orcs will capture and enslave anyone they can. But the thought of one of them becoming a slave is horrifying to them. I can’t even think of a greater insult.”

“Are you saying they’ll help me if I tell them I’m going to kill Vogrim?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” Ulenor said. “Though it’s possible. If you can word it in a way that speaks to their self-centered nature, you just might find a few allies.” He shrugged. “Or you could always use fear, I suppose.” He muttered the last comment, almost as an afterthought.

“Fear?” I asked.

“Eh,” Ulenor said. “Orcs only respect those stronger than them. Forget I mentioned it.”

I thought on that as we continued south along the road. The orcs had what I needed to help the goblins advance their level of technology. I just had to go get it.
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While the boredom of travel began to eat away at my sanity, I reminded myself that boring was good. The last thing I wanted was some action on this trip. After all, there would be plenty of that at the end when we got to the Drowned Lands.

The days blended together, each one filled with Thilli’s smile and Ulenor’s magical lessons. Nerras was able to supplement our travel rations with his bow, so we ate well.

When we passed by the campsite where we had been attacked by elves, we paused for a moment. They were still buried there, somewhere. The beginnings of a war between goblins and elves, just a few feet below the surface.

“Are you alright?” Thilli asked, clutching my arm.

“Yeah, just thinking,” I said as my eyes scanned the ground. Ulenor had done an excellent job at the burial, so there was no way to tell where the bodies were.

Thilli spoke up, her voice small. “I won’t lie; I thought we were done for when they showed up. I fully expected them to kill you and Ulenor and have their way with me.”

“And then Nerras saved the day,” I said, looking down the road. He was out there, scouting the area for us. “We all owe Nerras our lives.” I slapped the reins and our wagon began moving again.

“We owe you our lives as well,” Thilli said. “When that Farozhin bastard and his cronies stopped us, you talked him down from an attack and convinced him to buy wine from us instead.” She laughed. “I don’t think I fully realized at the time just what you did and how incredible it was.” She leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.

“She is right, Andrew,” Ulenor said from behind me. “You have my thanks as well, although I’ll forego kissing you on the cheek if you don’t mind.”

“He needs to shave anyway,” Thilli said, reaching out and rubbing the stubble on my cheek. “Lossia likes this. She says you look handsome with a beard.”

“And what do you think?” I asked.

“I don’t mind how it looks, but it chafes something fierce,” she replied. “I suppose I’ll have to get used to it.”

“What if I just shaved the right side of my face?” I asked. “You usually sleep on that side of me.”

Thilli laughed and punched me in the shoulder. “Just don’t get food caught in your beard. That’s disgusting.”

“Ah, you mean saving a snack for later?” I asked. “That’s my favorite thing. Keeps me from going hungry.”

“Gross.”

“Yes, that is a problem at times,” Ulenor said, combing his fingers through his beard. “Soup can be especially dreadful. I’ve almost shaved this off because of that alone.”

“Why don’t you?” Thilli asked.

Ulenor waved her away. “Oh, that’s too much work, my dear. I spend all my time with magic; the last thing I want to do is start every morning shaving my cheeks. I’ll leave that to the military men. It’s easier for me to simply avoid soup.”

“Speaking of military men, here comes Nerras,” Thilli said.

I squinted and looked ahead, not seeing anything. “Is your vision really that much better than mine?” I asked.

Thilli shrugged. I looked over and studied her face for a moment. While breathtakingly beautiful, her eyes were also notably larger than mine. That would let in more light, and…. Yeah, her vision probably was that much better than mine.

After a moment I finally saw Nerras. Outwardly he looked calm, but I thought I noticed a bit of tension in his posture. His bow was gripped in his left hand, which wasn’t entirely unexpected, but I could tell something was amiss.

“Hey,” I called out as he came near. “Everything okay?”

“We’re not alone,” he said.

“I fucking knew it,” Thilli said. “It’s the elves, isn’t it?”

The heat in her voice surprised me as much as the profanity. Nerras didn’t seem overly concerned, just slightly on edge.

“Who is it?” I asked.

“It’s the elves,” Nerras said with a slight nod to Thilli. “It looks like the trading party, heading to Gillamoor to get more wine. We shouldn’t have anything to worry about.”

“I guess they’re traveling every week,” I muttered. “Wow, they must really like that wine to be coming that often. Do we even have anything to give them?”

Thilli nodded. “My father sent more wine. He doesn’t have much left, though, so we’ll have to find more to sell to them.”

“At least I know Lossia can handle them,” I said. “She’s selling the casks for something like five gold apiece.” Thilli’s eyes bulged and I laughed. “Yeah, she convinced them it was a fair price, that our economies were just different.”

“I’ll stay by the wagon until they pass,” Nerras said, and steered his horse so that he rode next to us.

“How far ahead are they?” I asked, reaching behind the wagon seat. The small elven crossbow was right there, should I need it. Hopefully things wouldn’t come to that.

“Not far,” Nerras said. “Ten minutes or so.”

We continued down the road, moving slowly and keeping watch for the elves. Nerras’s estimate was spot-on, and after roughly ten minutes I saw movement in the distance.

When the elves had first come to Gillamoor to purchase wine, they had traveled with a wagon and a dozen armed guards. As we drew closer, I noticed that there were considerably less men. It was just two men on a wagon and two soldiers on horseback this time.

“Looks like they aren’t expecting a fight if they only have two guards,” I said quietly. “So, that’s good. We’ll just give them a polite hello and be on our way.”

“Polite hello with an arrow to the head,” Thilli muttered under her breath.

I steered our wagon over to the side of the road to give them plenty of room to pass. Nerras stayed in front of us and kept his horse on the right side of the road.

As the elves drew closer, I recognized Elidyr seated on the wagon. He held up a hand and their party came to a halt. I gave the reins a gentle pull and stopped our wagon near them.

Nerras moved ahead a few steps, staring off into the trees as if he didn’t have a care in the world. His bow was still clutched in his left hand, though, and I noticed an arrow held against his right leg where the elves couldn’t see it.

Equal amounts of tension showed on the elves’ haughty faces. The guards looked down at us as though we were insects, which I fully expected. One of them stared at Thilli for a moment until she cleared her throat and shifted her cloak so that it covered her breasts.

Elidyr raised a hand in greeting, and I returned the gesture. His eyes briefly scanned over my wagon, pausing for a moment on the minotaur skull above my head. His mouth tightened at that—not in distaste, but in recognition of my potential.

“It’s good to see you, Elidyr,” I said, although I certainly didn’t believe those words. The sooner he was out of my sight the better. “I hope your travel has gone smoothly.”

“You as well,” Elidyr said stiffly. He paused for a moment, as if choosing his words carefully. “I will be blunt with you, Andrew. This trip is boring and I look forward to completing it as soon as possible. My lord has taken a strong liking to your goblin wine, so we will be regular visitors to your town, and more often than I had originally intended. ” His voice faltered slightly over the word “goblin.”

“Stay a night in one of the local inns,” I told him. “Resting for an evening will make it more enjoyable.”

He frowned. “I would almost take you up on that, but Lord Farozhin is not a man to be kept waiting. He is having us move as quickly as possible. I trust your…associate will be there again?”

“Lossia? Yeah, she’ll take care of you,” I said.

Elidyr’s chin raised in that haughty manner common among elves. “With the differing nature of our economies, I have decided to bring goods for trade as well as gold. I understand that differences exist in our currencies, so I hope she will be open to this.” He twisted in his seat and reached into the rear of the wagon. “I have brought some of the finest silks with me, as well as this.”

He held a small box on his open palm. It was small, perhaps two inches on a side, and looked as if it were made of crystal. Designs pierced each side, giving it a lace-like appearance. Elidyr tapped a finger on top of the small box and it lit up, just like a lightbulb. Next to me, Thilli grunted. At least she didn’t curse again.

“Impressive,” I said. “I’m sure you two will work out a deal that pleases both sides.”

“Yes, I’m sure we will,” he said in that snide tone of his. I wanted to slap the man, but honestly he sounded slightly less caustic than last time.

He stared at our wagon for a moment. “Last we spoke, you mentioned a trip to the Drowned Lands. I assume you are traveling there now?”

I nodded. “Yeah. All part of the plan in defeating Vogrim.”

He sighed, although his face looked like that of a parent that was tired of telling their child no and was simply going to let them learn their lesson the hard way.

“May whatever gods you pray to keep you safe,” Elidyr said. He cleared his throat and looked at both Thilli and Nerras. “All of you. I will offer up a prayer tonight for the safety of your party.”

“Thanks, Elidyr,” I said. I hadn’t been expecting that.

He was silent for a moment. When he finally spoke, he looked as if something was troubling him. “I should be honest with you, Andrew, as I wish to see peace between our nations just as you do. Word of this trade agreement has spread like wildfire. Lord Farozhin speaks of it at every gathering, and he offers samplings to anyone that will drink it.”

“How’s the wine going over?” Thilli asked, crossing her arms.

“Oh, everyone loves the wine,” Elidyr said. “They drink it with gusto and loudly proclaim their amazement that goblins could produce something so fine. Everyone wishes to buy some.” He sighed and rubbed his hand across his face. When he spoke again he was like a completely different man. “My lady….” he began, looking at Thilli.

“Thilli,” she said tartly.

“My lady Thilli,” Elidyr said. “I understand our people do not like each other, and I will confess to you that after my last meeting with your people in Gillamoor, I went to my lord’s library and searched for information regarding our past. I suspect the story told in Isenasera is not entirely truthful, but I believe I have pieced together some semblance of the truth.”

“You enslaved us for a thousand years and tried to erase all of our culture, everything that made us goblins. You treated us worse than dogs,” Thilli said flatly.

Elidyr pressed his lips together in a line. Next to him, the driver stared uncomfortably at the reins in his hands, and both guards glared openly at Thilli.

“Yes, that is similar to what I assumed had happened,” he said quietly. He took a deep breath and met Thilli’s eyes. “I speak only for myself, not for my lord or any others in the elven kingdom, but I simply wanted to acknowledge to you what happened. It was…wrong of us to treat your people so.”

Thilli’s eyes widened in shock. “Well, I wasn’t expecting that,” she said quietly.

“And most wouldn’t speak those words aloud,” Elidyr said. “The reason I brought this up is because of the reactions to our wine trade. Lord Farozhin is a powerful man, and intends to continue this agreement no matter what others say. While he may not respect your people, he at least respects your talent with grapes.” He shrugged. “I suppose it’s a start. As long as this continues, I think he might come around.”

“But,” I said, steering him towards the point.

He nodded at me. “But, there are those that plot against my lord. They accuse him of treason, of bedding dogs.” He offered Thilli an apologetic smile. “Regardless of the quality of the wine, they insist that we should march on your cities and enslave every one of you, to put things back as they belong.”

“How many people are saying that?” I asked carefully.

“More than I would like,” Elidyr said with a sigh. “Fortunately, word of your militarization has also spread, which has certainly helped to temper the outrage. I may have…embellished tales of your city slightly, as I do not wish to see our nations at war.”

I raised an eyebrow at that. “Well, this changes things,” I said. “What does Lord Farozhin say about all this?”

Some of the haughtiness crept back into Elidyr’s voice. “As I said, he is a powerful man and does not concern himself with the utterings of imbeciles. I would not consider him an ally, were I you. But he would not support an attack on your people.”

“Well, that’s good,” I said dryly. “How about the rest? Has word reached your emperor yet?”

Elidyr nodded. “Word spread via scrying mirror within an hour of my arrival at my lord’s keep. I am not privy to the communications with Emperor Laeryth, but from Lord Farozhin’s mutterings and comments, I gathered that the emperor is rather impressed by the whole situation, but otherwise does not care. He has more important things to concern himself with.”

“Why are you telling us this?” I asked. “Do you expect an attack on Gillamoor?”

“I pray that does not happen,” Elidyr said, then paused. “I do not think anyone would be so bold as to cross the border and attack your people. To do so would risk the emperor’s wrath, should they act in a way that brings dishonor to the elven people. If things continue the way they are, then the angry remarks will simply remain angry remarks. However, if those that wish to do you harm gain more of a following….” He trailed off.

I understood exactly what he meant. “Well, it’s a good thing we’re fortifying the city,” I said. “Do you think halting the wine trade would stop this?”

Elidyr shook his head. “It’s not about the wine, not directly at least. Goblins were always thought of as pests in Isenasera,” he said with another apologetic smile at Thilli. “Something to mock and treat with contempt, but little more. I must confess that we knew very little about your nation of Brovania until this trade began. Now, everyone knows that the goblins have thrived and built cities of stone.”

“And some people think that’s wrong, and they want to put the goblins back where they belong,” I finished for him.

“Exactly,” Elidyr said.

“At the least, stop by for a meal after you trade with Lossia,” I said. “Experience goblin food and drink, observe our culture. Take that knowledge back with you and tell your lord about it.”

“For what purpose?” Elidyr asked.

“Convince him that we’re better off as allies,” I said. “Speak of the riches in the goblin cities. Tell him he should try our food as well as our wine. Explain to him that an honest alliance with the goblins can result in both power and money, and emphasize that he would have to stand against those that want to harm us.”

“Are these your thoughts that you speak aloud, or is this an official offer?” Elidyr asked, once again sounding formal.

I turned to Thilli and looked into her eyes. She did not look happy about this, not even in the slightest, but she ultimately nodded. After twisting around to look at Ulenor, he did the same.

“It seems the fate of our people once again rests in your hands,” Ulenor said quietly, almost a whisper.

I turned back to Elidyr. “Yes, this is an official offer. If Lord Farozhin wishes to align himself with the city of Gillamoor, we will both prosper.”

“What do you offer?” Elidyr asked.

Well, shit. I hadn’t actually thought about that. I quickly wracked my mind, trying to think of something.

“A discount on wine,” I said with a laugh. Elidyr continued staring flatly at me. I looked over his wagon and noticed that other than being more decoratively made than mine, it looked just as uncomfortable.

“Suspension for your wagons,” I said. “Springs mounted between the axles and the wagon frame, so you can smoothly travel over bumps without breaking an axle.”

Elidyr nodded slowly. “Interesting. I think he might take a liking to that. Anything else?”

“Yeah,” I said. “That, um, light box you showed me a minute ago. Do you have something similar that blows air instead?”

“We do,” Elidyr said. “Lord Farozhin’s palace is filled with them in the warmer months. It makes the hot weather much more bearable.”

“Perfect,” I said. “This might sound crazy, but if we work together I believe I can help create a device that will allow a man to fly.”

Elidyr stared at me for a moment. “Fly? Like a bird?”

“No, like a plane,” I said. “It’s not that hard, I just need the right components. Anyways, tell him about that and see if you can convince him to join us.” Something suddenly occurred to me and I chuckled. “Oh, and remind him that I killed Odewyn, and I plan on killing Vogrim. Partnering with someone like that will certainly have benefits.”

“Is that all?” Elidyr asked.

“Yeah,” I said.

“I will take this offer to my lord as soon as I return. And I will take your offer on the food and drink.” He paused for a moment. “Thank you, Andrew. I believe if the situations were reversed, no elf would take the time to do what you have.”

“We all benefit from peace,” I reminded him. “Fare you well, Elidyr,” I said. “And to your companions as well.” The guards looked at me flatly but kept their mouths shut.

“And you,” Elidyr replied. “May the gods bless you on your journey to the Drowned Lands.” He gave me a small, seated bow, then instructed his driver to continue.

I gave the reins a shake and we continued down the road as well.
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Afew minutes went by before anyone spoke. It was Thilli that finally broke the silence.

“Honestly, I don’t know if that went well or not,” she said. “Peace is good, but sometimes I feel like we’re creating more trouble with every step we take.”

“A wise man once said that success is not a destination, but a journey,” I said.

“And who was this wise man?” Thilli asked.

“Me,” I replied. “Look, the elves have been our enemies for centuries, and nothing about that has changed. However, now we might have an ally. If Farozhin will agree to that, it will go a long way towards ensuring peace. Especially if he’s truly a powerful man like Elidyr says.”

“It’s possible,” Nerras said. “Farozhin is of the Sunset Branch, if I remember correctly. Had he been of the Sunset Leaf, he would be a minor lord. If my understanding of their system is accurate, he is a relatively powerful noble. People won’t want to get on his bad side.”

“It’s good to see things are changing,” I said. “Even if it’s only one or two people. This could be the tide that changes the, uh tide. Shit, I messed that one up.”

“What are you talking about?” Thilli asked.

I grunted. “I thought I remembered a saying that applied here. Either way, I think this is a net positive. Farozhin likes our wine, so he’ll continue this. He probably won’t take it seriously, but this is a major step towards the elves seeing goblins as people.”

Thilli’s mouth twisted into a sour frown. “We have to work to get them to see us as people….” She trailed off, muttering curses.

“I know, it sucks,” I said. “It’s a long, slow road but my hope is that ten years from now, relations between our two countries will be much improved. I don’t ever expect us to be friends, but maybe we can change the tide of things. Damn, that’s it!”

“What?” Thilli asked, turning to me. “That’s what?”

“The saying,” I said. “I finally remembered it.”

Thilli punched me in the shoulder.

“How about Elidyr?” I asked. “I thought he was going to choke on his words for a moment, but he actually acknowledged how horrible the elves were to the goblins.”

“I still don’t believe it,” Thilli said. “I must have heard him wrong.”

“You made promises to him,” Ulenor said. “Improved wagons, and what’s this about flying?”

“Ah, yes,” I said. “If they have the right magical devices, I think I can make a machine that will fly. Of course, controlling it might be difficult.” It wasn’t like they had remote controls in this day and age, after all. Then again, I might be able to find some magical device that can be controlled telepathically.

“You’ll have to keep up your end of the bargain,” Ulenor warned.

“That’s the best part,” I said. “If I work with them to create these things, I can make them here as well. We’ll all benefit from this. I’ll be using the elves to pay for my research and development.”

“Not the worst idea, I suppose,” Ulenor said.

“And maybe we won’t have to worry about both the elves and Vogrim,” I added.

“To be fair, we’ve never had any major issues with the elves since we fled to these lands,” Ulenor said. “A few fights near the border in years past, but very few people go there these days. As Elidyr said, they didn’t seem to think we were worth the time.” He sighed. “I just hope these elves that speak of enslaving us again don’t grow in number.”

“If they do, I’ll handle them,” I said. With a bit of diplomacy I could have the elves no longer a threat and advance our technology at the same time. Anything to improve upon these damn wagons.

“You really think you can change the elves, don’t you?” Thilli asked me. She pulled her boots off and twisted on the seat, then placed her feet on my lap again.

I reached down and began massaging her calves. She let out an exaggerated moan as I squeezed them.

“I don’t know exactly what I can do,” I said. “But I really do think I can change things for the better. I know the elves are assholes and we don’t want to be their friends. I’m fine with that. But if I can make a mutually beneficial deal, then I will. Especially if it can somehow help me defeat Vogrim.”

I did my best to leave the topic alone after that. Yes, the elves were assholes, but I really believed I could improve things with enough effort. If they had the components that helped me make a rail system for the goblins, it would be worth the effort.

I also knew we could never, under any circumstances, trust the elves. However we interacted in the future, I also had to ensure that I never put myself or anyone else in a situation where we could become a victim.

There was probably an old saying about sleeping with one eye open when in bed with vipers or something, but I couldn’t think of any.

I began to look forward to the cozy predictability of our evenings. Both Thilli and I were getting better with a sword, although Nerras still kicked our asses all over the place. I could counter her spells with only a second or two delay, although when I tried against Ulenor I struggled. Countering cast spells was much more difficult than the simple pushing and pulling that sorcerers did.

Each evening we took turns telling stories from our younger years. I had plenty of funny stories from my time in the army, although I specifically avoided anything from when I was in the Korengal Valley as I didn’t want to give anyone nightmares.

The days passed in a blur of companionship, travel food, and lovemaking with Thilli. In the past I had read about how pregnancy could change a woman’s hormones and the sort of things that led to. I could see those changes in her; she touched me constantly and kept having me rub her feet or calves. Anything to stay near me. At night she held me tightly, almost like she was afraid to let me go.

The additional passion from Thilli made my nights quite enjoyable. We spent each night like it would be our last. She did her best to drain me dry, and then curled up on me almost like a cat. Sometimes I woke up to find my arm asleep, but otherwise it was wonderful.

On the fourth or fifth day—honestly, I wasn’t keeping track—we passed by the path we had created to travel to Odewyn’s lair. We paused there for a few minutes, mulling over our thoughts and remembering our last adventure.

“Remember that face made of dirt?” Nerras asked. “That was one of the strangest things I’d ever seen.”

“How about the flesh golem?” Thilli asked. “Ugh, nevermind. I don’t want to think about that or I won’t be able to eat for a week.”

“Luck was with us on that trip,” Ulenor said from behind me. “Odewyn was powerful, very powerful. Not only with traditional magic, but he aligned himself with a demon as well. You’re very fortunate the battle was over quickly, or things could have turned sour.”

“I got to experience some of that,” Nerras said with a dark look on his face. “When I asked you later, you told me I was frozen atop that glyph on the floor for a minute at most. To me, I was stuck there for hours, days, and being tortured the entire time.”

I shivered at the thought. Could I have even withstood something like that, or would my mind have broken? And yet Nerras took it with no more than a single grumpy comment.

“At least it’s done,” I said, reaching up and touching the amulet around my neck. I had taken that from Odewyn after killing him. “He won’t be able to corrupt anyone or anything again. I’m curious what the land around his cave looks like now. Has it healed yet? Shame we don’t have the time to check.”

“Best to let the trees and vines take that place, until not a speck of it is recognizable,” Ulenor said.

“You’re right.” I clicked my tongue at our horses. “Let’s get out of here, and enjoy the peace of the forest while we still can.”

“What do you think the Drowned Lands will be like?” Thilli asked after a few minutes.

I paused, unsure of how to answer. “I don’t know,” I finally said. “I just know it’s going to be terrible.”
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Two more days passed by in relative peace as we continued on our journey south. We had long since strayed from the wide road that curved to the west on its way towards York, and had to stop a few times to clear the overgrowth from the path. Nerras’s skills with a bow kept us eating well, and we enjoyed it while we could.

“To be honest, I’m surprised it’s not worse,” Nerras said as his horse stepped delicately over the rotten remains of a small, dead tree.

“How long has it been since anyone has passed through here?” I asked. I twisted around in my seat to look at Ulenor, who shrugged.

“Years,” he said. “Decades, easily. I wouldn’t expect this to have been used for at least fifty years, although to be honest I can’t think of any reason it would have been used even then. Eldrick was defeated more than a hundred years gone, and this area became the Drowned Lands shortly thereafter.”

“You said the elves build good roads, right?” I asked. I squinted at the ground beneath the horse’s hooves, but all I saw was moss with a few patches of withered grass.

“Yes, nearly as good as we do,” Ulenor said. “Perhaps the forest has been reluctant to consume the stone of the road. Knowing the elves, they used magic to keep the road clear. It would eventually fade in time, which would explain the slow overgrowth.”

Magical paving stones? Now there was an idea. I imagined maintaining a cobblestone road out in the wild would be nightmarishly difficult, but if one simply made the road repair itself, problem solved.

The transition into the Drowned Lands was not sudden, but incredibly gradual. I suspected it was due to the nature of the magical corruption that spread from the plague beast.

“Stay near the wagon,” I said to Nerras the next time he came in from scouting ahead. “I think we’re getting close. You’ll only be protected from all the poison if you’re close to me.”

The undergrowth that was plentiful in the forest to the north began to dwindle as we continued on the path. Even the thick layer of moss covering the paving stones began to thin out. Before things got any worse, I pulled on the reins and halted our wagon. Nerras stopped only a few seconds after.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

I glanced up at the sky. The sun was far to my right, not really visible through the trees, but I could tell it was getting later in the day.

“Let’s stop here,” I said. “I know we still have plenty of light to travel a few more hours, but I want to stop before things get any worse. Let’s have one more night before things turn to shit.”

“I think that is a swell idea,” Ulenor said, shifting on his seat behind me. “We can enjoy one more dinner of Nerras’s fine cooking before we’re reduced to travel rations.”

Finding a clearing to make camp was much easier with the relative lack of undergrowth in the area. All it really took was me steering the wagon off the road and finding some space between a handful of trees.

“Think a fire is safe?” I asked. It was a few degrees warmer since we were further south, but still chilly at night. While the brightness of a fire would be like a beacon to anyone nearby, I still felt safer having one.

“I believe we’re fine,” Ulenor said. “I don’t think we’ll find any threats where we are at the moment. Further south, yes, but not here.”

We found some head-sized stones nearby and used them to create a solid ring for a fire. Thilli watched me, her arms crossed, as I arranged them.

“What?” I asked.

“Is there any reason you always make a ring of stones around our fires?” she asked.

“Yeah, a few reasons,” I said, placing a few branches inside. “The primary reason is that it can keep burning coals from rolling out and setting dead leaves on fire. We don’t want to burn the whole forest down, after all. And second, these stones can store a ton of heat energy. When the fire dies down later, the stones will continue to radiate heat for a while.”

“Interesting,” Thilli said. “I grew up in York, as you know, so I’m not well-versed in building fires in the woods. I imagine you built quite a few in the army.”

I laughed. “If you want the truth, I don’t think I built a single fire my entire enlistment.”

She looked at me oddly. “How did you sleep at night, when the weather was cold? How did you heat your food?”

“Warm clothes, and we had these things called MREs. You can think of them as travel food, like our dried meat and hardtack. They don’t need to be cooked.”

“Were they any good?” she asked.

I shrugged. “The spaghetti with meat sauce was pretty good. We used to trade for the cheese spread with bacon bits. But no, the food was not great. It was decidedly mediocre.”

She shook her head slowly as I spoke. “Every time you tell me more about your world, I find it more and more odd. Would you have had four wives back in your world?”

I laughed. “There were times I doubted I would even have one wife back then,” I said. She gave me an odd look, so I continued. “No, I wouldn’t have had four wives. That wasn’t allowed in my country.”

She looked confused for a moment. “Not allowed? So they told you who you could marry?”

“Eh, kind of, but not like you’re thinking. We were only allowed to marry one person,” I said, clarifying.

“Do you think we’ll be fully in the Drowned Lands tomorrow?” Nerras asked.

Ulenor frowned and nodded. “We are on the very outskirts right now,” he said. “Not so much that we are at any risk, although you can see the change in the land around us.” He waved a hand at the trees surrounding us and the notable lack of bushes and grass in the area.

“Call it morbid curiosity, but I’m curious as to what the swamp will look like,” I said. “I grew up in a state that had a lot of swamps, so the comparison will be interesting.”

“I will admit to a bit of curiosity as well,” Ulenor said, staring into the fire. “The elves had several trade posts in that area, remember. I wonder what remains, and if anything has survived the corruption.”

“I guess we’ll find out tomorrow,” I said quietly.

No one seemed to want to talk after that. Nerras ran a sharpening stone along his sword and knife, and I did the same. Thilli leaned against my shoulder, staring silently into the fire. Ulenor read through his spell book, then cast several spells that took a small nearby tree and sliced it into a neat pile of firewood. He cast another spell that floated the wood into the back of the wagon.

“We won’t have firewood in the Drowned Lands,” he explained.

Thilli and I did not make love that night. She simply held me tightly and I kept an arm around her. She wasn’t a woman to let her fear show, but I knew it was there, hiding just below the surface.

My watch shift passed in relative silence as well. This close to the Drowned Lands, no one felt particularly talkative, which I fully understood. Ulenor simply woke me, then went to sleep.

Memories of my first deployment were still vividly etched in my mind; barely twenty years old and halfway around the world from anything I had previously known. Just a scared kid with a gun in his hands. Fortunately, we took care of each other out there, which helped us to adapt quickly.

When my time was up, I went into the tent to gently rouse Thilli. She rubbed her eyes and laid there for a minute, not saying anything.

“You okay?” I asked, keeping my voice quiet.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said. “I just don’t like waking up this early in the morning. Plus, with the swamp just to the south of us, my nerves are a bit on edge.”

“Here,” I said, and offered her my hand. She accepted and I pulled her up.

I grabbed her clothes for her and helped her get dressed, then held the tent flap open for her so she could leave. Together we walked the few feet to the low fire. While she sat down, I added some more wood to the glowing coals so she would stay warm.

“Come here,” I said as I sat down next to her and put my arm around her shoulders.

I didn’t really know what to say, so I just stayed there, holding her close to me. It seemed to do the trick. She reached up and patted my hand with hers after a moment.

“Get some sleep, Andrew,” she said. “I’ll be fine. I’m just a bit grumpy, that’s all.”

“Okay,” I said as I leaned over and kissed her on the temple. I ensured the elven crossbow was next to her, then went back into the tent to get some sleep.

The next morning, everyone was a bit tense. Not at each other, just in general. Nerras made us a quick breakfast—the last of the good food, he said—and then we packed everything up. The two small tents were neatly folded and set in the back of our wagon along with all our spare clothes and supplies.

We let the horses eat their fill of grass, as we knew they wouldn’t be able to eat any inside the swamp. There was no telling what would happen to them if they ate anything from there. Of course, I didn’t know if the plant life was also corrupt or if that was only the people and animals. We were about to find out.

“Remember, stay close to us,” I said to Nerras as our horses stepped onto the moss-covered road. “We don’t know how far my amulet’s protection extends, so best to stay safe.”

“No problem,” Nerras said.

It only took ten minutes for things to go wrong.
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It was Thilli that saw them first.

“Riders!” she shouted, drawing her crossbow.

I reached behind the seat and grabbed my massive crossbow, then slipped a bolt into the flight groove. I set my boot in the stirrup and pulled on the string with both hands, just barely able to get the string back all the way in that position. Next to me, Thilli cocked the small elven crossbow and raised it. Nerras already had his bow out. Behind me, I heard Ulenor say something under his breath in the magical language.

We stood ready as we waited for them to come near. I silently cursed myself; I had briefly considered donning my armor this morning, but decided against it as it was rather uncomfortable to drive the wagon wearing the gambeson.

“And who is this?” demanded a man’s voice, so filled with contempt and haughtiness that I knew he was an elf even before I saw his ears and scroll-worked cloak. Three other men rode with him, each with bulging saddlebags and swords at their hips. Only one had a bow, but they didn’t seem overly concerned.

“We’re just passing through,” I said, leveling my crossbow at the speaker.

“You seem rather hostile for someone that claims to be just passing through,” the elf said, looking down his nose at me. “And where would you be going? No one travels to Efsasera any longer, unless they wish to die. That leads me to believe you’re following us. There is simply nowhere else to go around here.” His gaze took in our weapons. “Armed as you are, I’m assuming you are bandits, yes?”

“No,” I replied, quickly running out of patience. “Our business is of no concern of yours, but I can assure you we are not following you. We don’t know who the hell you are or where you’re going. For that matter, why are you here, on Brovania’s border, next to the Drowned Lands?” Instinctively, I opened myself to my well of power and prepared to draw as much as I would need.

His laugh held a mountain of contempt. “Do you really think we gave up all access to the sea, simply because Efsasera became corrupt and foul?” His look took us all in and his eyes narrowed. “I have a feeling I’ve heard of you. The goblins, riding with that pink-skinned giant. A human, you are called?”

“If you’ve heard of me, then you know what I’m capable of.” I briefly removed my right hand from the crossbow and pointed above my head, right at the giant minotaur skull mounted atop the wagon bow. “Furthermore, you should know that I’ve actually been working on brokering peace between the goblins and elves.”

“Was that a threat?” he asked, raising a slender eyebrow. “I should have expected as much, from a goblin lov—”

“What the fuck is your problem?” I asked. My patience was now completely gone and anger spilled over. “Did you just wake up this morning and decide you wanted to be an asshole?”

“You will watch your tongue!” the elf holding the bow shouted. He raised his bow and I attacked.

As fast as the crack of a whip, I pulled magic into myself and sent a gust of wind at him, strong enough that he flew from his saddle and landed squarely on his back.

“Insolent dog,” the leader elf said, his mouth twisting angrily into a frown. “I knew you were nothing more than bandits. If you think you can attack us and get away with it, you—”

“I don’t give a shit about you or wherever you’re going!” I yelled, standing up on the wagon. My crossbow was pointed directly at his face. “Now turn your little party around and get the fuck out of here before I ram this bolt up your ass and pull the trigger!”

He glared at me, his eyes blue fire. His mouth worked angrily, but he finally jerked on his reins and turned his horse. Behind him, the other elves followed, each looking pure murder at us. The elf that I had knocked from his horse walked over to pick up his bow, but I stopped him.

“Leave it there,” I said. “That’s the price you pay for getting in my way this morning. Now go, follow them and stay the hell away from us. We want nothing to do with you, any of you.”

He narrowed his eyes, but hurried onto his horse and kicked him into a trot to catch up with his companions.

We watched them ride away to the west, arms waving and gesturing as they argued.

“What jerks,” Thilli said.

Nerras dismounted his horse and fetched the elven bow. He briefly examined it, giving it a nod of approval before tossing it in the back of the wagon. After that, he pulled himself back into the saddle.

“It appears they still have a trading post nearby,” Ulenor said. “He mentioned that they didn’t give up access to the sea simply because the swamp grew poisoned. I suppose they just moved it further north, on the border of Brovania.”

“Is that going to cause problems?” I asked.

“As of now, I don’t believe so,” he said. “While this land belongs to the goblins, no one uses it. Well, except for some elves, apparently.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t shoot them,” Nerras said, his voice calm. “I would have.” He looked at me and shrugged.

“They were just bullies,” I said, releasing the string on my crossbow. Damn thing had a draw weight high enough to make my joints ache. “Show them some strength and they’ll pout and run away.”

I set my crossbow behind the driver’s seat and we continued down the wide road. Thilli kept the smaller elven crossbow in hand, and Nerras clutched his bow in his left hand with an arrow nocked.

Looking down at the road, I noticed hoof marks in the thick moss, both recent and old. There weren’t many, but enough to make it clear people had been using the road.

“Looks like you’re right, Ulenor,” I said, pointing at the road. “They’ve been using this road. Well, at least we know we’re still safe right here.”

That didn’t last long, though. As we continued down the road, a gradual change took place. Whereas the thick moss had almost completely covered the road shortly to the north, down here great patches of paving stones were visible. Eventually, no moss covered the road at all.

The lack of undergrowth wasn’t new; our previous campsite had been almost completely devoid of any bushes or even grass, for that matter.

After an hour or two, the trees began to change as well. The previously tall and expansive trees became like giant arrows stabbing at the sky. Leaves turned black and died. Soon, we rode through a sparse forest that was like a wooden graveyard, the lifeless trees like skeletal fingers clawing at the sky. The palette was made almost entirely of grays and browns, with the occasional streak of sickly yellow or green.

The land on either side of the road began to change as well. The firm soil gave way to puddles atop thick mud. The remains of thick marsh grass dotted the area.

“It feels dead,” Thilli said. “Completely lifeless. This is horrible.”

“Well, not completely lifeless,” I said, pointing in front of us. “Look.”

A large bullfrog pulled himself from a nearby puddle and watched us approach. Its throat bulged a few times, but I didn’t hear the noise I expected of a frog. In fact, I heard nothing. Its throat bulged again and this time it opened its mouth.

Green vomit sprayed from its mouth in a forceful stream that reached almost ten feet. It crawled forwards, inching towards us as it slid through the stream of green mucus on the road.

“Oh, what the hell?” I asked no one in particular. I quickly used some of my magical power to incinerate the frog, leaving nothing more than a greasy smear on the paving stones.

“What was that?” Thilli asked, holding a hand against her stomach. “By the gods, that was disgusting!”

“I suspect we will see much worse,” Ulenor said gravely. “Keep your eyes sharp.”

My crossbow would be pointless against something small like that vomit-frog, so I left it behind my seat and kept a hold on my magical well instead. I felt magic swell in Thilli and knew she did the same.

The skeletal trees eventually thinned, so we only saw one or two of the spire-like things every few hundred feet. Foul-smelling ponds and marshes filled the area on both sides of the road. Fortunately, the road itself was clear. There must have been something to that comment Ulenor had made about magical paving stones.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” Thilli said, holding her hand over her mouth. After a moment she leaned over and vomited noisily on the road.

I reached over and rubbed her shoulder, but she waved me away. When she straightened up, she looked at me for a moment, red-eyed.

“It’s that smell,” she said. “It’s like—” She cut off and vomited over the side of the wagon again. After spitting a few times, she moved back into the seat and grabbed her water skin. She washed her mouth out, spat the water onto the road, and turned to me.

“I’ve been told that being pregnant can make my sense of smell more sensitive,” she said, her voice slightly raspy. “By the gods, this trip is going to be awful if the whole place smells like this.”

She climbed over the back of our seat, moved past Ulenor, and began rummaging through our supplies. I heard the distinct tearing of fabric, and a few moments later she came back to the front seat with a piece of black cloth tied around her nose and mouth like a bandana.

“Not a word,” she said when I opened my mouth to comment.

I wisely closed my mouth.

“It’s a shame your amulet doesn’t affect the damn smell of this place,” she muttered.

Her sense of smell was certainly sharper than mine. An aroma of bacteria and rot hung in the area, not overly powerful but certainly noticeable. I made a mental note to avoid eating too many beans around her for the next ten months.

Another large frog crawled onto the road, its throat bulging. Before I could even react, Thilli burned it to a crisp.

“Hopefully we don’t see much more than those little guys,” I said, knowing the reality would be much different. I twisted in my seat. “Hey Ulenor, would you mind checking your map? I just want to make sure we’re going the right way.”

He nodded. “Don’t worry, Andrew. There are few roads in the Drowned Lands, and the one we’re on now is probably the main one. Tomorrow, we’ll take another road west, closer to the coast. That is where we will find the plague beast, and Eldrick’s shield.”

I barely suppressed a shiver as I turned back to the front. This place looked like something from a nightmare, a literal hellscape. And in a day or two, I had to kill something so powerful it turned hundreds of square miles into this.

No pressure or anything.
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Icouldn’t tell if the swamp was getting worse at the slow pace we moved. Perhaps in a car doing seventy I could, but the slow plodding of the horses meant changes were incredibly slow. Several more vomit frogs crept out onto the road the moment they saw us, ready to hurl poison at us. Each one was incinerated within seconds. Thilli was getting very quick on the draw with them.

Some other critters came out to greet us as we rode further south, and they were equally disgusting. A giant iguana-like lizard flicked its tongue at us, like a snake smelling the air. It scurried towards us, leaving a trail of slime on the road before Thilli roasted it.

After that, something that looked vaguely like a turtle with a melted shell dragged itself along the road. The top of its shell was open, revealing diseased organs and swollen yellow glands. Its mouth opened and closed like a set of chattering teeth. Magical fire took care of it in a matter of seconds.

“How can something be so disgusting?” she asked.

I opened my mouth to say something funny, and a bit of movement caught my eye. Next to us, in a pond of mud and slimy water, a fish crashed onto the muddy shore like a whale beaching itself. Its mouth opened and closed as it watched us go by, and it flopped around, struggling to get closer to us. The damn fish was trying to follow us on land.

“I don’t think I’ll ever eat sushi again after seeing that,” I muttered.

“What’s sushi?” Thilli asked, probably wanting to change the subject from these disgusting creatures.

“It’s like pure happiness that you can eat,” I replied.

“Wait, Lossia told me about that,” she said. “Aren’t tacos also like eating pure happiness?”

She had me there.

“Are you doing okay, Nerras?” I asked. He had been silent all day.

“These things are a mockery of life,” he said, keeping his eyes on his surroundings. “It’s somehow even worse than what Odewyn did. At least all of those creatures were dead. According to the wizard, these beasts still live, although calling this life would be a stretch.”

“It is rather sad how much the corruption has changed them,” Ulenor said from behind me. “This used to be beautiful land, you know. Marshland, teeming with life. Birds of every color, deer, antelope, and creatures we don’t even have names for.”

“You say that like you’ve been here before it changed,” I said.

“No, no, of course not,” Ulenor said quickly. “But I’ve read about it, and the descriptions were quite vivid.”

“Now it’s little more than a nightmare,” Thilli said, looking around. “Except I don’t think my mind could ever think of something like this.”

Something tugged at my memory. I kept my eyes on the road as I addressed the wizard behind me. “Hey Ulenor,” I said. “You mentioned earlier that we’ll be heading toward the coast to find this plague beast.”

“That is correct,” he said, waiting for me to continue.

“Does the corruption spread into the water as well?”

He was silent for a moment. “Yes,” he said finally. “And now, I realize the elves have been using it to their advantage. Every sailor knows to stay far away from this place. Ships leaving York come nowhere near the Drowned Lands. If the elves were to stay on the border of the corrupt part of the sea, they would never see a goblin ship.”

“Why would they work so hard to avoid us?” I asked. “With all their haughty attitudes and magical prowess, I would think they’d be bullies on the sea just as they are on land.”

“No one wants to get in a battle on the water,” Ulenor said. “It’s too dangerous. At least, that’s my opinion.”

I grunted. “Makes sense. Especially since they’re close to the Brovanian border. Maybe they just don’t want the trouble. Seems like odd behavior for bullies, though.”

“I’m assuming your amulet is working,” Nerras said.

I shrugged. “Well, we’re all fine so yeah, looks like it’s working. I don’t know how far its reach is, though.”

Nerras pursed his lips. “Halt the wagon for a moment,” he said.

I pulled on the reins, bringing us to a halt. Nerras continued riding, slowly pulling away from us. When he was about a hundred yards away, he suddenly turned his horse and hurried back.

“I think I found the limit,” he said, slapping his chest and coughing. “By the gods, that is horrible. It feels like I’m breathing hot peppers. And I turned the second I noticed a change in the air, so I’m sure it would have gotten worse with every step.”

“Well, at least we know how far away you can go while still being safe,” I said. “That’s an important bit of knowledge to have. I just hope that radius doesn’t shrink too drastically as we get closer.”

I clicked my tongue and the horses started walking, but Nerras held up his hand again.

“Wait!” he called out.

I pulled the horses to a halt. They tossed their heads irritably.

“Over there,” Nerras said, pointing to the muddy pond on the side of the road just ahead.

Bubbles decorated the surface of the slimy muck, releasing tiny puffs of steam or smoke when they popped. The surface of the pond swelled and finally burst. Brown, oily smoke rose from the muddy liquid, creating a haze in the area that quickly began to spread.

“I say we hurry the hell away from here,” I said, slapping the reins.

The horses broke into a trot and we sped past the foggy smoke. I twisted in my seat and watched behind us as it spread across the road, like a poison cloud hunting us.

“Do you think my amulet would have protected us against that?” I asked.

Ulenor frowned and combed his fingers through his beard. “From what I’ve read, I would assume yes. However, it’s hard to believe it could nullify the effects of something as foul and miasmic as that. I think the best practice would be to avoid it.”

“I hate this place,” Thilli said. She sounded miserable.

“You’re not the only one,” I muttered, slowing our horses to a walk. “This is only temporary, though. We’ll be done soon.” I reached over and grabbed her hand. “I promise.”

Thilli gave me an appreciative look, then turned back to scanning her side of the wagon.

The vomit frogs became a regular occurrence, but thankfully Thilli dispatched them, often before I even saw them. Each time we rode by a larger pond or marsh, fish tried to leave the water and follow us. Overall, the place just gave me the creeps.

“Anyone hungry?” I asked. Thilli turned and gave me a look that made me glad she hadn’t punched me. “Seriously though, we should eat,” I said. “We have to keep our strength up, even in this awful place.”

Nerras grumbled something and spat on the road, then turned to me. “Yeah, might as well. Got any fish?” He barked a laugh, then laughed even harder as Thilli glared at him.

Ulenor handed each of us a handful of dried meat, and we chewed the bland meal in silence as we rode. It was hard to eat with such disgusting sights in every direction. At least the road was in good repair.

The foggy sky glowed orange with the setting sun, and I knew we needed to stop, although I was dreading it.

“We need to find a campsite,” I said to Nerras. “Think that’s possible?”

“Anything is possible,” he said, looking around. “Or so they say. I always thought that saying was bullshit.”

We rode for a few more minutes, when Nerras called out and pointed on our left. A section of mostly dry land stretched for dozens of feet, which was about the best we could hope for.

Nerras rode his horse onto the patch of dead grass and blackened earth and I followed him with the wagon. The wheels sank into the ground, not enough to be problematic but enough to concern me. I stopped before we got stuck.

“Hold on,” I called out to Nerras.

He turned to face me. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, I just need to do something real quick,” I said.

I pulled magic from my inner well and focused on the damp ground beneath us. Countless gallons of water had saturated it for years, but I only targeted the top two feet or so. I pulled hard, drawing all the water from the soil beneath us and in every direction for as far as I could. A giant ball of water formed in the air above the camp site, growing as I continued draining the area. With a gust of wind I sent it flying through the air to crash into the marsh nearly a quarter mile away.

“Impressive,” Nerras said.

I kept drawing water from the ground, focusing on the outer edges. I didn’t want a single cubic foot of mud anywhere near our campsite, so I drained the entire area until the ground was cracked and dry. A second enormous globe of water formed in the air and I sent it rocketing through the air as far away as I could. Any insects or vomit frogs in the area would have been dehydrated as well.

“At least we don’t have to sleep on mud,” Thilli said. “It still smells awful, though.”

She wasn’t wrong. Drying the area helped limit the stench, but the place still had that sickly-sweet bacterial smell that reminded me of an open sewer at times.

“Maybe a fire will help,” I said.

There were no stones in the area, so I used a bit of magic to create a small depression in the hard earth. Nerras brought over an armload of firewood from the back of the wagon and arranged it in the hole. A few minutes after I lit it, we all sat around the fire and tried to relax a bit.

“I feel vulnerable out here,” Thilli said, looking around. She still wore the cloth tied around her face, so only her bright violet eyes were visible.

She had a valid point. The Drowned Lands were open, with no real natural barriers. No trees other than the occasional skeletal finger stabbing skyward, no hills or mountains. Just flat swamp in every direction.

I opened myself to my magical well again and pulled enough power into myself to alter the land around me. It resisted, likely due to my earlier actions leaving the soil like hardened concrete. I actually had to pull some water from far beneath the ground, use it to soften the dirt, then shape it to my liking. A low wall, two feet tall and a foot thick, rose in a ring around our camp. After that, I dried it again, leaving it rock hard.

Nerras grunted as he watched me work. “You sure you don’t want to make that higher?” he asked.

I had to think about that for a moment. “Tempting,” I said. “But in the end it’s just dirt. If I made tall walls we would get no airflow and half of the swamp could sneak up on us. Plus, anything with a weapon could break through it in about thirty seconds. This way, we can see anyone approaching, but the wall will slow them down so we can shoot them.”

In fact, I was tempted to make a second ring of dirt outside that one, but I decided to save my strength in case I needed it. So far, we hadn’t seen anything more powerful than a sickly iguana, so I wasn’t overly concerned about fighting things off yet.

Ulenor had been rummaging around in the back of the wagon for a few minutes, and finally returned with a small folding stool in hand. He set it in front of the fire and sat on it, sighing loudly.

“These old bones of mine don’t always enjoy the long wagon rides,” he said. “But they do always appreciate a warm fire.” He held his hands closer to the flames and smiled. “Swamp or not, it’s nice to relax.”

Dinner that night was bland travel rations. The absence of fresh game from Nerras’s bow was noted. I couldn’t wait to get back into the forest, if nothing else for the food.

A tension hung around the party that night. No one enjoyed being in the swamp, but we all seemed to feel relatively safe in our little camp. However, no one really knew what was out there. So far, we had only seen a few small things, and while they were nightmarish, they were easily defeated.

So far.
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When Ulenor woke me for my shift that night, he did it by jostling my ankle rather forcefully. My eyes shot open as I immediately realized something was wrong.

“Andrew, wake up!” Ulenor called out. As soon as he saw my eyes open, he straightened with a wince, grabbing his lower back. “We need you outside, right now!” He backed out of the tent.

Thilli scurried off me, half-awake. I sat up and grabbed my boots, then began pulling them on automatically while my brain still processed what was happening. I grabbed my crossbow and quiver as I stood up to leave.

“What is it?” Thilli called out.

“I don’t know!” I shouted back as I left.

As soon as I got outside, I saw the problem.

“Did you know that a group of alligators is called a congregation?” I said as I took a few steps past the low fire, towards the dirt wall around our camp.

“There are too many for me to fight alone,” Ulenor said, flipping through his spellbook.

Fifty or so feet beyond our dirt wall, four alligators crawled towards us. Slither might have been a better word; they moved in that sickly manner all things in the swamp used, where their legs didn’t quite work correctly. Blisters covered their thick, scaly hide and some form of green fluid leaked from their mouths as they approached us. They weren’t moving particularly quickly, but that wasn’t the issue.

Behind them, half a dozen people walked towards us. Seeing Ulenor and I standing there, they quickened their pace to a fast walk. It didn’t look like they could move much faster. I wanted to vomit as they grew close enough to see.

They had indeed once been elves. Each of them still possessed the high cheekbones and slender frames of the elves, but there the similarities ended. Their clothes had long since rotted away, leaving pale skin covered in sores and bumps. One of them was a woman, whose breasts had been partially bitten off.

They snapped their mouths at us hungrily, black teeth gnashing and dripping red drool. Their eyes were milky white but they still appeared to see us without much difficulty. What little hair remained on their heads was long and stringy.

“Have they been here since the Drowned Lands became cursed?” I asked as I slipped my boot through the stirrup on my crossbow and pulled on the string. Once I got the string into the cocking lever, I slid a heavy bolt into the flight groove and took aim.

“I don’t have an answer for you,” Ulenor said, then immediately began speaking in the language of magic. He thrust his hand out and the nearest swamp elf suddenly caught fire. It beat at its own face with its hands, trying to extinguish the flames, and let out a thin, gurgling cry.

I stepped to the side so that two of the elves were in a line, then took careful aim. I pulled the trigger and sent a heavy bolt right through the head of the first elf and into the throat of the second. They both fell to the ground, twitching and shaking.

“I don’t think the second one is dead,” Ulenor said hurriedly. “You only struck his neck. I think you have to destroy their brains.”

“Well, shit,” I said, pulling the string back a second time. I loaded a second bolt and sent it into the face of the elven woman.

Nerras suddenly appeared next to me, bow in hand. In one smooth motion he pulled the string back and released it, taking one of the swamp elves in the forehead.

Then Thilli was there as well. I felt her swell with magical energy and the nearest two alligators suddenly burst into flames. They snapped at each other and writhed on the ground, then went still.

My crossbow was too slow. We weren’t in any risk of being overrun, but I didn’t want any of these things getting any closer to us than they had to. The two remaining swamp elves were only twenty feet away, with the alligators right behind.

I pulled magical power into me, then took the heat from our fire and sent it at all the remaining attackers. I wasn’t entirely sure why I did it that way; at the time it just seemed to make sense. Why try to create fire out of nothing when I had a perfectly good source right next to me?

It worked like a charm. All four of them were consumed by flames and incinerated within seconds. After a moment of thought, I burned the other corpses as well. The fire burned so brightly that only a small pile of ash remained.

“Best not to leave anything that would attract more,” I said. I stifled a yawn against the back of my hand, then turned to Ulenor. “What time is it, anyway?”

“To be honest, it was almost time for your shift to begin when they attacked. So you only lost a few additional minutes of sleep.”

I grabbed my crossbow and quiver and walked over to the stool by the fire. “You guys go back to sleep,” I said as I sat down. “I’ll keep an eye on everything. Ulenor, do you still have that warning spell?”

The old wizard nodded. “It’s what alerted me to those…things a few minutes ago. The spell is active until dawn. If anything comes within a hundred feet of our camp, you’ll hear a bell ring.”

“Thanks,” I said, checking my bolts. I had more than enough, unless we were suddenly overrun by dozens of these things.

“Are you sure you don’t need me?” Nerras asked. Dark circles lined his eyes, but he was as alert as ever.

“No, get some sleep,” I said. “We need all the rest we can get.”

Nerras nodded and walked back to his tent. Knowing him, he went to sleep with his boots on and his bow in hand.

I found myself alone in short order. It wasn’t particularly cold this far south, but the warmth of the glowing embers felt nice against my hands. I reached over and grabbed another piece of wood and tossed it on the fire to keep it nice and bright. The dry wood caught in no time and was crackling happily against the darkness that surrounded us.

Sitting on a stool for the entirety of my shift wasn’t acceptable, even with Ulenor’s ward spell. I grabbed my crossbow, slung my quiver over my shoulder, and pushed myself to my feet with a grunt.

I walked a slow circle around our camp, making sure not to look at our campfire when I came near. I wanted to preserve my night vision. Nothing moved out there. Even the air was dreadfully still. The silence was oppressive, but at least that meant I would easily hear anything else that approached.

When I passed by our wagon, I reached behind the driver’s seat and grabbed my sword belt. It was rather cumbersome to wear, which was exactly why I grabbed it. I wasn’t even remotely used to wearing the thing, and I was about to walk through a cave and fight something. Even a simple thing such as a sword belt needed to be familiar.

I buckled the belt around my waist and adjusted it slightly. My sword hung on my left hip and a dagger on my right, both angled for cross-body draws. I drew the sword and let the flickering firelight reflect off the steel of the blade, then slid it back into its sheath. That motion needed to feel like second nature.

I was glad to be alone, for I felt a bit like a fool, standing there drawing and sheathing my sword. After doing it a dozen times, I rammed the sword back into the scabbard and continued my circuit around the camp.

Each time I made a full circle around the camp, my eyes went to the stool by the fire. The temptation to sit and relax was strong, but I resisted. After the third circle, I picked the stool up and put it in the back of the wagon.

As I walked away, something far in the distance caught my eye. I moved forward, hefting my crossbow and drawing a heavy bolt from my quiver as my eyes focused in the darkness. There. Something pale in the distance. As it came closer it became the shape of someone walking. Then, a woman wearing a dress.

The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. Why the fuck was a woman walking towards our camp wearing a white dress?

I hurriedly slid my boot through the cocking stirrup on my crossbow and pulled the string back. Once it was locked, I slid a bolt into place and held it ready.

The woman continued to approach. She moved like a regular person, not like one of the diseased people I had seen earlier. In fact, she seemed graceful, almost regal as she delicately picked her way through the mud and muck of the swamp. Somehow, her dress stayed clean.

As she came closer I saw she was an elven woman, and a beautiful one at that. Her hair was a shade of blonde so pale it was nearly white. It matched her equally pale, milky-white skin.

A bell rang, twice. Ulenor’s ward.

The moment the bell rang, she stopped and something crossed her face. It briefly twisted into a snarl before returning to smooth calmness, so quickly I thought for a moment I had imagined it. She continued walking towards me, and only stopped when she was twenty feet from the dirt wall.

That close, I was able to get a good look at her. Delicate features made up a beautiful face. Her eyes were like bright green emeralds, almost glowing with an internal light. Full, pink lips slowly moved into a smile as she noticed me studying her. A slender hand traced along the swooping neckline of her dress.

“Who are you?” I called out. My finger went to the trigger of my crossbow.

“I should ask the same of you,” she replied. Her voice was high-pitched and soft, almost musical. She gently tugged at her dress while giving me that same smile, revealing the inner curves of her bare breasts.

“I’m no one,” I said. “Just passing through.” I didn’t want to give her any information, but I wasn’t completely sure that I could kill her yet. Something seemed odd about her. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her.

She ran both hands up the front of her dress, smoothing it over her figure, then brushed it off her shoulders. The thin, diaphanous cloth fell to the ground, revealing a body much like Thilli’s but taller. Quite tall, actually; she could almost look me in the eyes.

“Do you like what you see?” She asked, turning to the side as she ran a hand along her hip. “I’m in need of a strong man to keep me safe. For I, too, am simply passing through. I have no money with which to pay you, but I’m sure we could work out an arrangement.” She turned back to face me and ran her fingers across her crotch.

“No,” I said. My mind felt fuzzy. Forming thoughts was difficult, like I had drank far too much wine. Something wasn’t right. I moved my hand and looked down, surprised to see the crossbow in my grip. What was that doing there? I could hurt someone. I carefully set it on the ground next to me.

“Good,” she said, taking a few steps closer. “Are you sure there isn’t something I could do for you?” She was only a few feet away from me now, and stood with her feet spread apart. One of her hands was between her thighs and she worked two fingers in and out of herself. “Don’t you want a taste?”

She was so beautiful it made my head spin. Desire pumped through my veins, but something stopped me. I shook my head, once again feeling that something wasn’t right.

“No,” I told her. “Not that.”

Her eyes widened and she giggled. “Oh, you’re a kinky one. You want the other side?” She turned and bent forward, both hands grabbing onto her perky bottom. It was the most perfect ass I had ever seen. But wait, wasn’t there someone else with a perfect ass? Something tugged at my memories.

The woman took another step towards me, nearly close enough to touch me. With a slow grin, she slid two fingers into her pussy again, then brought her hand near my face. “Just a little taste.”

My heart pounded in my chest. Her lips were full and pink, and I longed to kiss them. I wanted my hands on those perfect hips of hers. I could smell the sex on her fingers, right in front of my face. She turned in a circle, giving me another view of her delicious curves.

“You have him with you,” she said, looking past me at the camp while trying to appear casual. “I can smell him. He is ancient, you know. Older than even Efsasera itself.”

“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” I said. Talking was difficult, and my words came out slurred. A tiny voice in my head screamed that something was wrong. I could feel it, sense the wrongness. I wasn’t sure what I needed to fight, but at that moment I knew I needed to fight something.

“Come here,” she said, beckoning me with a finger.

I leaned an inch closer. Part of my mind wanted her, while the rest screamed that she was death, pure death.

“I can please you like you’ve never before known,” she whispered. I leaned closer to hear her better, to get close to those pink lips. This close, her breath smelled like rotting meat, in sharp contrast with the beauty of her face. My mind processed the information but it faded into nothing.

“One drop of your blood is all I need,” she whispered as she reached out for me. “One drop, and all of your children will be deformed and cursed. The swamp will forever be in your veins and will spread to all those you love.”

I looked into her eyes, clear and green, almost like tropical waters. I knew someone else with green eyes like that. Wait, I knew two women with bright green eyes.

Lossia. Cirro. My wives.

The fog cleared from my mind just enough for me to realize what was happening. I stopped, my lips an inch from the woman’s. She smiled at me triumphantly and parted her lips, her tongue darting out towards me. Her long, black fingernails moved towards my face.

I snatched my dagger from my belt and thrust upwards, ramming it beneath her jaw and into her brain so hard I lifted her a foot off the ground. She fell onto her back in a heap, her body twitching and convulsing as red froth poured from her mouth.

A rustling came from behind me and I turned just in time to see Nerras running towards me, bow in hand. His eyes went from me to the woman on the ground.

“What happened? How did she get so close?” he asked. “Did she hurt you?”

The moment I killed her, the fog in my mind dissipated. I blinked and shook my head. “Some kind of swamp witch,” I said. “She tricked my mind and tried to….”

I trailed off as I turned back to the woman. The body that lay on the ground in front of me was not the same woman I had seen only seconds earlier. This woman looked to be a hundred years old; every part of her had been affected by the ravages of time. Wrinkles and liver spots covered her skin where it wasn’t spotted with boils and bright red bumps. Her toothless face was elven, but her corpse-pale skin had a green tint to it. Half of her nose was gone, leaving little more than a hole that leaked green mucus. Her hair wasn’t pale blonde, but instead the color of the muck surrounding us.

“Andrew? Are you alright?” Nerras reached out and grabbed my shoulder.

I tore my eyes away from the hideous old woman. “I’m fine,” I said. “She used some kind of magic to trick my mind.” I took a deep, shaky breath. “That was close.”

Without hesitation, I used magic to move her body further away. Then, I cremated her, ensuring nothing was left.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone as ugly,” Nerras said once the flames winked out over her body.

I laughed. “She was hot once. Trust me on this one.”
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Nothing else came that night, for which I was grateful. Nerras stayed up with me for another thirty minutes before going back to bed. When it was time for Thilli’s shift, I stayed up for half of hers. She shivered when I told her of the swamp witch.

“I thought everything was going to be half-dead and puking bile at us,” she grumbled. “If some of the survivors—if you could call them that—still retain their wits, then that changes things completely. There’s no telling what we’ll see tomorrow.”

I saw the unspoken sentence on her face: Andrew, I’m afraid. I reached out and held her tightly for a moment. I was as well, Thilli.

Dawn came far too quickly.

The first thing I did when I woke up was make another circuit of our campsite. Other than a few dead vomit frogs, the area was empty. My eyes went to the small pile of ash that had once been the swamp witch, and I shivered.

I had looked death in the eyes before—several times during my deployments—but never before had I been that close. She had been an inch from me. A single inch. I felt nauseous for a moment and took a deep breath, but the rancid smells of the swamp did little to calm my churning stomach.

“Are you okay, Andrew?” Thilli asked, placing her hand on my arm.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I told her and forced a smile. People could talk all they wanted about strong men not being afraid to show their emotions, but I refused to let Thilli or any of my other wives see me afraid. “I just didn’t sleep too well, so I’m a little tired.”

She yawned in agreement. “Hopefully tonight won’t be like last night. I’m just glad nothing moved too quickly or we could have been overrun.”

“Same,” I said.

I skipped breakfast that morning. After nearly dying, the last thing I wanted was to chew on bland jerky and pick bits of apple skin out of my teeth. Thilli pushed the water skin into my hands every hour or so, ensuring I stayed hydrated.

“What the fuck is that?” Nerras said as he drew an arrow from his quiver. He drew the string back to his cheek and loosed, and I followed the path of the arrow.

A hundred feet in front of him, a large blob slowly moved towards us. That was the only word I could think of to describe it. It was a dark green quivering blob that skittered on four tiny, stumpy legs. When Nerras’s arrow struck it, the blob exploded. It showered gore and green fluids twenty feet in every direction.

“Wait a minute,” I said. When Nerras’s arrow burst the moving blob, all that remained was a small mass at the base that continued crawling towards us on short, stubby legs. “It’s a turtle,” I said, finally realizing what I was looking at. “We saw one yesterday, but it had already been, uh, popped.”

Not wasting any time, Thilli used magic to incinerate the turtle. I directed her to burn the green mucus that covered the road as well. The last thing I wanted was that stuff seeping into our horses’ hooves and poisoning them.

It was hard to track time with the sky so completely overcast and the area covered in dense yellow fog, but somewhere around midday we came to an intersection. Ulenor told me to turn right, so we began traveling west, towards the coast. And towards the plague beast.

The corruption of the swamp grew visibly worse by the hour. Bubbling pits of slimy mud covered the land on each side of the road, pimpled by rotten masses that had once been trees. Patches of hair and bone showed where creatures had died and decayed.

Several times we had to push the horses into a gallop to escape noxious gasses rising from the swamp. My amulet would probably protect us from it, but none of us wanted to risk it.

After two hours of riding, something loomed in the distance. With the fog, discerning anything was nearly impossible, but as we grew closer I thought I saw buildings.

“Please tell me you see that ahead,” I said.

“Is that a building?” Nerras asked. “It looks like an old stone building. Ulenor, didn’t you say the elves had some buildings here? Trading posts?” He reached down and grabbed an arrow from his quiver.

“I did,” he said, leaning forward to look over my shoulder.

“That’s a few buildings,” Thilli clarified. “Or at least what’s left of them.” She grabbed her crossbow and pulled the string back.

“Be careful,” Ulenor said. “We should investigate these buildings, but we must be careful. We don’t know if anything still lives in this area.”

I pulled the horses to a halt and we remained in place for a few minutes, just watching.

“Will our food be okay if I’m away from the wagon?” I asked. “Will the corruption spoil it?”

“Probably,” he said. “I can remain behind. I have a spell….” He trailed off, flipping through his small spellbook.

I twisted in my seat and watched him. In the months I had known him, he always had that spellbook on hand and used it regularly. To my amazement, the writing on the pages changed as he turned the pages.

“Yes, right here,” he said. “I will remain in the wagon and protect our equipment and horses,” Ulenor said.

I set the reins down. “You’ll be missing all the fun,” I said as I grabbed my heavy crossbow.

“Andrew, at my age, fun often isn’t very fun,” he said with a smile.

“Come on, guys,” I said, stepping down from the wagon.

I helped Thilli down and we slowly approached the crumbled stone buildings. Nerras walked on my other side, bow in hand with an arrow nocked.

“Look,” Thilli said, pointing all around. “You can see how far away the air is safe. The range of your amulet.”

I squinted and after a minute noticed what she was talking about. The fog in this area was dense and sickly yellow, but much less so in our immediate area. The radius had shrunk considerably from when Nerras first tested things the other day, but we still had a fairly wide safe area.

We continued walking closer to the buildings. They weren’t particularly large, but they looked to have been well-made. Everything not made of stone had long since rotted away, leaving the buildings as shells of their former selves.

“I wonder what they used this for?” I asked as we moved around to the side of the buildings to examine them from a different angle.

“Look,” Nerras said, pointing ahead.

A pile of brick and stone littered the area for at least fifty feet. It took me a moment to realize I was seeing the remains of a collapsed building, and quite a large one.

“I think that was a warehouse,” Nerras said. “Ulenor mentioned the elves brought goods out here to put on their ships. They probably stored things here. Let’s check it out.”

“Ugh,” Thilli said, pulling her cloth tighter around her nose and mouth. She held her crossbow in front of her, ready.

Together we entered the area from the side, between the crumbled building and one that still mostly stood. The three of us stared at the bricks and stone littering the ground, but saw little else. If there had been anything of any value in there, it had long since rotted away.

“In here,” Nerras said, taking the lead.

He walked into the building to our left and I followed him. Not wanting to risk even a shadow, I used a bit of magic to create a bright ball of light that hovered above my shoulder, illuminating the area like it was high noon.

What the building had once been, I wasn’t sure. The interior was moderately sized, with a massive fireplace on one side and a pile of stones near the center that I eventually realized had once been a counter. Every few feet against the back wall was a wide pile of slime that had once been wood.

“I think this was a store, or at least somewhere they stored things,” I said, not quite sure of the word I was looking for.

I crossed the room and moved towards the counter. The same slime covered the stones in this area, where wood had rotted and decomposed into little more than muck. I used some magic to scour the stones as best as possible.

Something round caught my eye. It was in some of the rotted black sludge, precisely where I didn’t want to touch. I used a trickle of magic to burn away the slime and clear the area, hoping I wasn’t harming whatever lay beneath.

“Son of a bitch,” I said, bending down. I brushed away the ashes and picked up a handful of silver coins that had turned black with tarnish. “I knew it. There’s probably more.”

I used small tendrils of magic quickly and precisely to clear away stone and muck as I continued searching the area. A piece of cloth caught my eye—miraculously still intact, although only just. I reached down and tore it open, revealing another handful of coins, including two golden coins.

“Jackpot,” I said as I continued clearing the area.

Nerras stood nearby, keeping a watch over the room, while Thilli moved to the back wall and began digging through the rubble.

“Look at this,” I said, picking up the remains of an ornate dagger. Rust covered every bit of metal and the leather had long since rusted away, but I could still tell it had once been beautiful. I carefully pulled on the handle and the blade snapped off. All that remained was a large flake of brown rust.

“Shame,” Nerras said. “What about that?”

He pointed and I followed his finger. After moving more bricks out of the way, I came across something wrapped in waxed canvas, the same type of material they often made rain cloaks out of. I pulled it free, letting some of the rotted cloth fall away. I carefully unwrapped the remains and smiled at what I saw.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Nerras said.

It was a sword, and a beautiful one at that. The handle was wire-wrapped, and the metal still looked serviceable. The scabbard was pitted and dented, but when I gripped it and pulled on the hilt, the blade slid free. It was a single-edged blade and slightly curved. The steel looked to be in great shape; not a single pit of rust marked the fine surface.

I handed the weapon to Nerras, who examined it closely. He whistled appreciatively as he looked over the hilt.

“I don’t recognize this style. It doesn’t look to be elven-made.” He pulled the blade out, looked at it for a second, then slid it back into the scabbard.

I continued moving bricks and stone out of the way until I came to a large, square block of dark rock. I went to move it and it didn’t budge. It took me a moment to realize it was solid rust, not stone at all.

“Is this what I think it is?” I said as I picked up a stone.

It was probably easier to break it open with magic, but whatever. I slammed the stone down on the corner of the rusted box and a large chunk broke off. After a few hits I came to mostly intact metal, showing just how thick this thing was.

“It’s an old lock box,” Nerras said, stepping closer. “Can you open it?”

“Damn right I can,” I said, dropping the stone. I reached out with my magical tendrils, feeling the rusted metal, becoming one with it. Using my magic, I forced the rusted metal to bend to my will. With the horrible screech of torn iron, the top of the safe opened like a blooming flower.

We both stared for a moment, not even moving.

“Is that real?” Nerras asked.

I reached into the hunk of rusted iron and grabbed a handful of gold coins. They certainly felt real. Rough-cut gemstones were sprinkled among the coins as well. I stuffed a handful into my coin purse, as much as would fit, then began handing it to Nerras.

“I suppose you can afford Temple Gardens now,” I said with a laugh.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen so much money,” he said, accepting handful after handful of gold. “I imagine they stored it here on their way to the elven lands. Or maybe someone sold things here.”

“By the gods,” Thilli said as she saw what we were doing. She hurried over and I began handing her gold as well.

Between the three of us, we were able to carry all of the gold in our coin purses. Although to be honest, had we not been able to, I would have found another way.

“Did you find anything?” I asked, taking a moment to stand and stretch my legs. Kneeling like that never felt good. My legs just weren’t built for it.

“Yes,” Thilli said, holding up a loop of tarnished silver. She brushed her hand across it, knocking off decades of dust and grime, and several sapphires caught my magical light and glinted. “I think it was in a locked case,” she explained. “But that had long since rotted away. It feels…different.”

She handed it to me and I immediately felt what she was talking about. I had felt that before, when I found the ruby dagger in Odewyn’s lair. A sort of resonance when I used magic.

“This is like that ruby dagger,” I told her. “It stores magical power. Probably worth a fortune.” I brushed it off, although it needed a thorough cleaning. Being the most powerful magic user among us, I didn’t need it, so I handed it back to Thilli. “You’ll get more use out of this than I will.”

She took it and wiped her hands across the surface, then held it up to the light and looked more closely. “It’s beautiful,” she said softly. “This doesn’t look like the sort of thing a regular person would have.” She turned it over in her hands. “Honestly, it reminds me of something a queen would wear. Or an empress, for the elves. Do you think it’s possible this was intended for her?”

I shrugged. “Possible, yes. They might have acquired it from somewhere else and brought it back with the intention of giving it to her. Or it could have just been for some noblewoman. Either way, I suppose Vogrim screwed that up.” I barked a laugh, then went back to searching the rest of the rubble.

“There’s not much else here,” Thilli said. “Everything metal has rusted away, and the cloth and wood rotted. I think at one time a shelf held bolts of silk and linen against that far wall. Shame.”

“You guys want to check the next building?” I asked, shifting my coin purse slightly. With all that gold inside, the damn thing was heavy.

Nerras bent down and picked up a rusted spearhead. It was too far gone to be useful, but still interesting. He flung it away and wiped his hand on his jacket. “Yeah, let’s go.”
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As we exited the building, all three of us immediately looked over at the collapsed warehouse. There was surely something of value there, but digging through that rubble would be a nightmare.

“Is it even worth the effort?” Thilli asked, as if hearing my thoughts.

Nerras grunted and kept walking to the only other building in the area. I shrugged and followed him.

Initially, I wasn’t entirely sure what the next building was. Large and made of heavy stones, the first floor was mostly one massive room. It looked to have had extra floors above, but the boards had rotted away as well as the roof, leaving it open to the foggy sky.

A fireplace big enough for me to stand inside decorated the far wall. I slowly picked my way across the blackened floor, careful not to step on any of the lumps and mounds. Who knew what they used to be? People, maybe.

“I think people used to stay here,” Thilli said, carefully stepping over a low brown mass. “That looks like it used to be a kitchen,” she said, pointing across the room. “See the ovens? And the rooms were on the upper floors at one time. Sailors would stay here on their way to the ships or to their homeland.”

I thought for a moment, then walked over to the tallest section of the building, where rooms had once been located. Everything was rotted into nothing, but I carefully prodded a few mounds with my boot. All I found were the decayed remains of bones and hair.

Something glittered in one of the mounds and I nudged it with my boot. It looked like a necklace. I bent down to pick it up when a voice called out.

“It’s been so long,” the voice said, sounding raspy and…sad?

“Who’s there?” I asked, raising my crossbow. Nerras and Thilli did the same.

“I tried to keep the place clean and fit for travelers, but as you can imagine it has become difficult,” the voice said. It definitely sounded sad. “I do so miss having someone to talk to.”

“Who are you?” I demanded.

“Please don’t kill me,” the voice pleaded.

I looked at Nerras and Thilli. No one moved.

“Come out,” I said. “We won’t harm you if you don’t attack us.” That was the best I could do.

Something rustled in the back of the building and one of the rotten mounds became a man curled up among the slime and muck. He straightened up, brushing his stringy black hair from his pock-marked face, and looked at us with yellowed eyes. Thilli covered her mouth with a hand and took a step back.

The man struggled to stand, pushing his hands on his knobby knees and grunting loudly. His skin, gray and wet, sagged under its own weight. Loose skin hung around his waist, as if he had once had a large stomach. Now his pallid skin hung on a skeletal frame and looked as if it might melt off. His ears sagged so low it took me a moment to realize he was an elf. Or at least, he had been one, long ago.

“Please, don’t be frightened,” he said, showing a mouth filled with rotten teeth. Something dark crawled out of his mouth and scurried down his chest. He snatched it with bony fingers and thrust it back into his mouth, chewing noisily. Thilli turned her head and gagged.

“Who are you?” I asked again.

The man sighed loudly, a wet, gurgling sound. Sadness crossed his face and he sagged in place. “I do not remember,” he said finally. “So many things have changed over the years. Every week, almost every day fresh faces would enter through that door and I would stuff them full of the best food around. The beds here were as soft as a cloud.” He looked up, his cloudy eyes scanning the bare stone where floor joists had once crossed the building.

“This is your place?” Nerras asked.

He sighed again and transferred his gaze to the floor. “Aye,” he said quietly. “For as long as I can remember and more. Sometimes I can still see fire burning there,” he said as he pointed at the massive fireplace. “A man used to play the flute in the evenings. Men would toss him coppers for the entertainment. His songs were so beautiful; their melodies haunt my dreams.”

“How long have you been here?” I asked.

He frowned and his bottom lip sagged, leaking a line of drool onto his chest. “I do not remember. From the beginning, I suppose. So much forgotten. So much gone, lost like tears in the sea, never to be found again.” He bent down and pushed on a mound on the floor that I finally realized was the remains of a person. “He still owes me money for dinner. I’ve forgiven his debt, though. I just wish he would thank me.”

“Have you seen anyone else around here?” Nerras asked.

The man shook his head slowly. “None that you would be interested in talking to. No, the only people that frequent my place of business these days are rather rude. They have nothing to say at all, they just try to bite me. Sometimes a woman walks by, old and haggard. She curses me with every breath.”

I shivered as I remembered the swamp witch and how close I came to death.

“Would you mind just talking to me for a moment?” the man asked. One of his eyelids sagged and leaked mucus.

Thilli turned to me, watching as she held her crossbow ready. She looked ready to run away.

“What do you want to know?” I asked carefully.

The man shrugged and one of his shoulders slipped out of socket and shifted downwards a few inches. He groaned and pulled it back into place with his other hand. “So tired of that happening.” He raised his hand and held it in front of his face, examining the wrinkled, blistered skin. “I used to be handsome once. I remember that much.”

“Do you know what happened?” I asked. I couldn’t tell if this man was completely insane or had just been alone with corpses too long and wasn’t used to the living. Probably somewhere between.

He sighed again, this time spitting a mouthful of chunky green mucus to the floor. “That’s been getting worse lately. I fear I will cough up my own throat soon. I suppose it’s only a matter of time, with how things have become. Your question though…. Yes. At least I think I do. Everything is foggy.”

I motioned with my free hand for him to continue.

“That thing passed through here long ago,” he said. “It appeared out of nowhere, galloping down the road like a wild animal, leaking poisonous gas everywhere.” His eyes stayed on the floor and his voice grew quiet. “We didn’t have time to react. It all happened so fast. He moved in and everything changed. He’s just down the road, you know.”

“The plague beast?” Thilli asked.

The man looked at her and leaned his head to one side. “Now, that’s an interesting name. Yes, I believe we are talking of the same thing. Nothing can even come near him without being poisoned. Wait a moment.” He suddenly looked at the three of us, his eyes going wide. “Why are you not affected? Are you—do you work with him? That sorcerer that brought him here? You’re the reason everything died!” he shouted.

“No, wait—” Thilli began, but it was too late.

The man opened his mouth and coughed, spewing a stream of thick bile ten feet across the floor. Thilli screamed as the juice landed on the floor right in front of her. She scrambled backwards, raising her crossbow and firing. The bolt struck the man square in the chest.

“I knew it!” he roared. “You’re with him! Be gone, demons!” He drew himself up and projectile vomited, spraying yellow fluids across the room. Some of it almost struck Nerras.

The goblin man leaped back, narrowly avoiding being splashed, and sent an arrow into the man’s throat. That staggered the man, and he clutched at the arrow, struggling to remove it. I took careful aim and sent a bolt through his head, knocking him back to the floor.

“Anyone feel like staying any longer?” I asked. “Want to check the old warehouse?”

“Nope,” Thilli said. “The sooner we’re gone, the better.”

Nerras frowned. “Perhaps on the way back we can check it. I’d like to leave here as well. It smells like shit.”

I laughed. Always to the point.

Together we left the building and made our way down the ruined streets. It only took a few minutes to get back to the wagon, especially moving quickly as we were. Ulenor sat in the wagon, calmly reading his spellbook, and looked up when we returned.

“Ah, you’re back. Find anything worthy of mention?” he asked.

I looked around the wagon. Other than a few burned vomit frogs, the area was thankfully empty and devoid of disgusting creatures.

“Some money,” I said, patting my coin purse.

“And this,” Nerras said, hefting the sword he held in his off hand.

“And this,” Thilli added, showing the wizard the tiara.

“Beautiful,” Ulenor said, turning the filthy tiara over in his hands. “You know what this is, right?” Thilli nodded and he continued. “It’s not too powerful, but enough to be quite valuable. I would suggest you use it, to help bolster your natural strength,” he said, handing it back to Thilli.

I pulled myself into the driver’s seat, set the crossbow behind it, and grabbed the reins. Nerras climbed into his saddle and gave me a nod so I knew he was ready.

“Time to head out,” I said. “We talked to someone in there,” I said over my shoulder.

“You what?” Ulenor said, leaning closer.

Thilli looked like she was going to be sick. “That man was the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen,” she muttered.

“I think it was the old innkeeper,” I explained. “From what I was able to gather, when the plague beast moved in and changed everything, he didn’t turn into a monster like everyone else. He retained some semblance of his sanity, which slowly melted away over the next hundred or so years.”

“So what did you do?” Ulenor asked.

I shrugged. “We killed him. He thought we were allies of the plague beast or Vogrim and attacked us. But before that happened, he implied the plague beast was nearby.”

“Oh,” Ulenor said. “I didn’t realize it was so close.”

“Same,” I said as I steered the wagon around the buildings. “Honestly I hoped we were going to have another day before we had to fight this thing, but it looks like we aren’t getting that luxury.” I looked over at Nerras, then at Thilli. “Are you guys ready?”

“Ready,” Nerras replied.

Thilli looked at me for a moment, her eyes wide. Then, she took a deep breath and nodded.

“I’m ready. Let’s get this done.”
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None of us knew what to expect as we continued down the road, although we had felt that way since entering the Drowned Lands. The only thing I knew was that it was going to get worse. Much worse.

As we drew closer to the plague beast, the land around us changed. No rotten stumps remained in the ground, no clumps of rotten marsh grass. On both sides of the road, slimy, black mud covered everything as far as we could see—which wasn’t far, in the fog. It bubbled and spewed clouds of dark gas, and I slapped the reins so the horses would hurry. Amulet or not, I wanted the hell out of there.

The fog grew incredibly dense, causing the horses to whinny in fear. While my amulet kept the poison at bay, I could see the corruption pushing against it, trying to get closer to us. More bubbles popped in the slimy marsh, like the ground belching.

“This is horrible,” Thilli said quietly. She turned in her seat to face Ulenor. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay in the wagon?”

Ulenor nodded. “I’ll be fine, dear. Don’t worry about me. Someone has to keep the horses and the food safe, after all.”

I wanted the old wizard’s expertise near us for this fight, but he wouldn’t be able to keep up with us if we had to move quickly. The unfortunate reality was that he had to stay on the wagon. He was the only one that could keep our horses and supplies safe.

A low mound rose from the ground on our left, the mud and slime so thickly coating heavy stone that it looked like a hill made of bile.

“That’s it,” Nerras said, his voice quiet. He turned and looked around us in every direction, then back at the entrance to the cave. “That’s where it is.”

While massive stones made up the entrance, it looked like more of a burrow than a cave, as if something enormous had dug its home in the ground. In front of the opening, the rocky soil was disturbed and heavily grooved as if something with huge claws crossed that area often.

“Alright,” I said, much more calmly than I felt. “No use putting it off.”

I hopped out of the wagon and went around to the back. After dragging my gambeson out, I grabbed Thilli’s armor as well. We helped each other lace up our armor while Nerras buckled his breastplate. He then donned a helmet that had been hanging from one of his saddlebags the entire journey. Both Thilli and I fastened our sword belts and settled them on our hips.

“Everyone, check your weapons,” I said as I stuck my boot through the stirrup of my heavy crossbow. I pulled the string back and locked it, then slid a bolt in the flight groove. Thilli’s crossbow was ready as well. Nerras had an arrow nocked.

“You should probably wear that thing,” I said to Thilli. “The tiara.”

She frowned and pulled it from behind the seat. “You’re right.” She scrubbed it with her sleeve for a moment, then set it on top of her head.

We moved to the opening of the burrow. The size of the claw marks on the ground set my heart to pounding.

“Why has this not collapsed?” Thilli asked. “Everything is mud, here. It should have collapsed the moment it dug the hole.”

Her question was answered the moment we stepped into the entrance. Just beyond the huge boulders, something pale and yellow had dried on the walls, turning it into a hard crust. It looked like bile, and smelled far worse.

“How can something smell so bad?” Nerras asked, his voice barely a whisper.

I tried my best to ignore the stench but it was overpowering. It was enough that it affected my concentration. I opened myself to my magical well, intending to burn away the smell, but realized that might give us away.

I took a few steps out of the burrow and turned to Ulenor. “Hey, is this thing intelligent?”

He frowned. “I don’t believe so. Nothing I read suggested it was any more intelligent than any other wild creature.”

“Great,” I said. I sent a flash of white-hot fire a few feet in front of us, hoping to burn noxious gasses out of the air. It was a partial success; the tunnel reeked of burning sulfur, which was infinitely more bearable than what it previously smelled like.

Thilli coughed and tried to cover her mouth and nose with her hand, but ultimately had to keep her hands on her weapon. She hissed a curse and scowled ahead. Nerras took it in stride. Very few things bothered the man.

My first steps in the burrow crunched as that strange dried substance on the walls cracked underfoot. It seemed to hold just fine, so we continued. I tried not to look at the ridiculously large claw marks covering the floor and walls.

“Just how big is this damn thing?” Nerras muttered, looking around.

We still had no idea what it looked like. All we knew was that it poisoned everything nearby, and that it was big. I looked at how high the ceiling of the burrow was and shivered. Really big.

We moved slowly, ready to bolt in an instant. Getting pinned in this burrow was a fast road to a hard death, so we agreed to attack it and run.

“How far down do you think this thing goes?” Thilli asked in a hushed voice.

“I guess we’re going to find out,” I whispered back.

It was dark, so I used magic to create a tiny ball of light, no brighter than a flickering cigarette lighter. I set it behind me to help the plague beast not see it, and it sent long shadows dancing ahead of us.

Thirty feet in, the tunnel turned sharply to the right. We cautiously moved forwards an inch at a time, keeping our weapons held ready. My heart pounded in my chest as I tried to peer around the corner.

A low rumble filled the tunnel, deep enough to vibrate the floor. Foul-smelling air blew past us, like a hot gust from an open sewer. Thilli gagged, and I put my hand on her shoulder to steady her. I held my breath until the wind died down, so I didn’t have to smell it.

I pulled magical power into myself, as much as I could handle, and took a deep breath. We moved deeper into the tunnel, slowly edging around the corner.

The tunnel opened into a massive chamber that had been crudely dug into the soil. Here, too, the walls were covered with that dried yellow bile. There were no rocks or formations to hide behind, so it would just be us and the plague beast.

Next to me, Nerras stopped dead in his tracks. His eyes widened behind the bars of his helmet. I took two more steps so I could see, then I understood his reaction.

Further in the chamber, the plague beast rested on its side. It was a huge creature with green skin, like a frog the size of a rhinoceros. Small spikes jutted from its back, and its sides rose and fell with its breaths.

“Sleeping,” I mouthed to both Thilli and Nerras. They nodded.

I held my crossbow against my shoulder and walked closer to the plague beast. Tightening my grip helped quell my shaking hands, but the terror in my gut from being this close to the monster was more than I had ever felt in my life.

Slime covered the floor near the plague beast. I squinted in the dim light and saw green mucus leaking from its mouth with every breath, and oozing from its eyelids and nostrils as well. Disease personified, Ulenor had called it. Standing this close, I fully understood it.

My crossbow was powerful enough to punch through steel armor, so I wasn’t worried about it penetrating the beast’s skull. I took careful aim, point blank and right at the top of its head, held my breath, and pulled the trigger.

Everything seemed to happen in slow motion.

My crossbow bolt struck the beast in the head, but the thickness of its skull altered the trajectory so that it only pierced the side of its head instead of drilling straight through its brain. A heartbeat later, Nerras’s arrow struck it in the face, opening a deep wound, and Thilli’s struck next to mine. Hers didn’t even break through the bone.

The plague beast reared its massive head, shockingly fast for something so large, and slammed right into me. One of my crossbow’s limbs snapped in half and suddenly I was flying through the air. In the time it took me to crash into the wall, I had just enough time to wish I had brought my damn helmet.

“Run!” Nerras shouted. “You can’t fight this, Thilli!”

“Andrew!” she shrieked.

I pushed myself up to my knees, vision blurred from the impact but adrenaline pumping through my veins. When I looked up, I saw quite possibly the worst thing I could ever imagine happening.

Thilli drew her sword and charged the plague beast.

“Shit!” Nerras said behind me. He drew another arrow and sent it at the plague beast, once again striking it in the face. The man’s aim was spot-on, but his bow wasn’t powerful enough to do much more than superficial damage. Still, the plague beast was now bleeding from two deep gashes on its face, and my arrow through the side of its head.

“You son of a bitch!” Thilli shouted as she lunged. The tip of her sword caught the plague beast beneath an eye. It responded with a vicious swipe of its massive paw. She ducked, narrowly avoiding having her head torn off, and brought her sword up, slicing a deep line across the monster’s forearm.

Another arrow struck the plague beast in the shoulder. It snapped at the arrow, its vicious mouth crushing the end, then turned back to Thilli.

I had to get there. I was concussed from my head hitting the wall, but I had to get to her, no matter what it took. My magical well was still open and I tried to pull power into myself, but my head swam, making it impossible.

Curses and arrows flew from Nerras rapid fire, and I scrambled to my feet. I drew my sword as the plague beast’s throat swelled. It opened its mouth and let out a gurgling, belching sound.

Oh, shit.

Thilli was in her armor, I reminded myself as my two-hundred pound form slammed into her like a speeding train. With a scream, she flew ten feet through the air right as steaming, green bile splattered across the ground where she had just stood. She crashed into the wall, but thankfully her armor prevented her from getting hurt.

I turned and swung my sword in a powerful downward arc as the plague beast recovered from vomiting at us. The tip of my blade dug a trench down the side of the creature’s face, right through one of the beady, black eyes. It recoiled, shockingly fast for something so massive, its leathery, frog-like body jiggling as it shook its head.

As the plague beast moved, I saw it. Eldrick’s shield, lying on the ground, the metal gleaming. It was just lying there on the floor of the lair.

“Run!” I shouted. I reached down and grabbed Thilli’s armor and yanked her to her feet. I had no time to be gentle. We were all about to die.

As soon as Thilli was on her feet, I shoved her towards Nerras. “Run!” I shouted again. She hurried towards the goblin man, who continued pelting the plague beast with arrows.

I stood in front of the horrible creature, my stance wide and my sword held in both hands. My earlier assessment of its size had been wrong by a long shot.

Snarling and slavering, it turned to face me. With a shake of its head, it pushed itself up to its full height. It was the size of a damn elephant, with dark green skin that seemed more spikes than not. Its massive, bony head, seeming almost too large for its enormous body, swiveled on a neck thicker than my horse’s torso.

“Leave the tunnel!” I shouted, not taking my eyes off the monster. “We can’t fight it here!” I took a careful step back, keeping my sword high in front of me.

“Come on,” Nerras said to Thilli.

“Andrew!” she called out.

“I’ll be fine!” I answered. “I’m right behind you!”

Once again, I tried to pull magic into myself, and once again I failed.

Shit. This was going to be tough.
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Iheard the sound of footsteps running away and knew that they were obeying my order. That was good; in the absolute worst case scenario, they could escape and Ulenor could keep them alive as they fled the swamp. I had to face the reality that giving my life so they could escape might be the best outcome. Looking up at this enormous, pock-marked creature, I found it hard to believe I could do much more than piss it off.

I took a step back and it moved forwards, swinging its massive paw at me. Its hands were larger than a minotaur’s, with claws nearly a foot long on each bulbous fingertip. There was no way I could deflect those, so I ducked and juked, narrowly avoiding them each time.

Its throat swelled again and I immediately knew what it was doing. I leaped backwards, aiming to roll but ultimately just slamming onto my back. I scrambled to my knees and managed to get out of the way just as another stream of hot, poisonous vomit sprayed across the floor and wall.

As soon as I got to my feet I ran up the tunnel, towards the entrance. Rounding the sharp corner at least kept me out of line of sight. I told myself that as I sprinted up the sloping path, nearly slipping half a dozen times.

“Andrew!” Thilli called out when I got to the entrance.

“Move!” I shouted. “He’s right behind me. Ulenor!”

The wizard snatched up his spellbook and began frantically flipping through pages. He kept an eye on the opening of the burrow.

“Get on the wagon!” I yelled, pushing Thilli and Nerras. They hurried towards the wagon while I struggled to think of a plan.

At times like this, when adrenaline took over common sense, I often made brash—and let’s be honest, stupid—decisions. That was my only explanation for what I did next.

As a deep grunting sound came from the tunnel, I scrambled on top of the massive boulders that made the mouth of the burrow. This move had worked once in the past, so my gut instinct was to try it again. Sadly, I had apparently forgotten how much it hurt.

The most horrific sound I had ever heard, deep and gurgling, suddenly erupted from beneath me as the enormous head of the plague beast emerged from the mouth of the tunnel. It heaved and shook, shaking its head in rage. I watched in horror as it spewed a massive blob of poisonous phlegm right at the wagon.

Thilli turned and raised her hand. I felt magic swell in her, a shocking amount considering how weak she often was. A gust of wind that could have come from a tornado blew the green slime fifty feet to the side.

Seeing this, the plague beast raged. It slammed its claws against the ground and pulled itself from the mouth of the burrow.

It was now or never. I couldn’t let myself think about what I was about to do, or how incredibly stupid it was. Like the first time I leaped from an airplane in Airborne school, I trusted my instincts and leaped into the air.

I held my sword blade-down in both hands. Time seemed to slow as I flew through the air, hoping my trajectory wasn’t off. My armor would protect me. My blade was razor sharp, and my aim was true.

The blade struck first. At least I had been smart enough to anticipate the thick skin; I rammed my sword down with all of my might, the muscles of my thick arms cording as the tip of the blade bit into the base of the plague beast’s neck and sank deeply.

I slammed into the back of the plague beast, simultaneously grateful for my impenetrable armor and regretting that my gambeson only went down to mid-thigh. The spikes on the plague beast’s back stabbed into my legs like massive thorns, piercing bone-deep.

I screamed in agony as the spikes immediately began to burn. The corruption was inside me now; I could feel it. Tears blinded my vision as much as sheer rage, and I sawed my arms up and down and heaved to the side, moving my sword as much as I could. My legs were impaled on the plague beast’s spikes, and I was stuck.

It bellowed in pain and reared back, shaking its great head and trying to swipe at me with its terrifying claws. The hulking beast was built wrong for that motion—its massively thick arms couldn’t reach high enough. I continued ramming my sword in and out of its flesh, sawing halfway through its neck as black blood sprayed across the ground.

Waves of nausea exploded in my gut as the poison took hold. I struggled to remain conscious, focusing on the simple motion of sawing through the beast’s neck. I spewed vomit onto the plague beast’s back, but my grip on my sword stayed strong.

Fire blossomed at the monster’s head and it staggered to the side. It shook its body like a dog shedding water and I found myself once again flying through the air. I crashed into the slimy earth, sliding five feet before coming to a stop. My sword fell from my weakened grip.

The plague beast turned and met my gaze with its one remaining eye. Its neck had been halfway severed, and black blood gushed onto the ground. It took a staggering step towards me, half dragging itself, jaws snapping. Fire erupted from its thick hide, sending pieces of charred meat flying into the air, and it bellowed in pain. But it didn’t stop. It knew it was going to die, and it was going to take me with it.

Only twenty feet separated the plague beast from my boots. I managed to pull my dagger from my belt, and hurled it at the monster. The razor sharp dagger bounced off of the plague beast’s skin. It took another step, stumbling from blood loss.

I tried once again to pull magic into myself, in any amount. It felt like trying to perform brain surgery while wearing boxing gloves. The tiniest trickle of magic flowed into me and I clutched onto it like it was my only hope—because it was.

Fire exploded from the creature’s side, charring it and exposing burned muscle and ribs. It ignored the wound completely and dragged itself towards me. Its great head lolled and its mouth snapped at my feet. Its tongue, three feet long and black as night, slithered out and reached for my boot.

Using magic against the plague beast felt like pouring water onto an enormous sponge. It seemed to be naturally resistant, so I pulled more and more magic into myself, as much as I could hold in my weakened state. I used that magic to pull water from the plague beast, the same way I did to the ground a day earlier.

A massive puddle of water formed on the ground next to the plague beast and it snapped its head from side to side. I watched as it shrank, its enormous, bloated body deflating like a balloon. I tried my hardest to focus on its head, pulling all the water from its flesh.

The plague beast opened its mouth one last time to spew poisonous vomit at me. Thick, yellow-green chunks fell from its mouth and caught in its throat. It coughed, unable to breathe. Another arrow suddenly appeared in the side of its head as Nerras continued his assault. Thilli blasted it with fire again.

I dragged myself backwards on my elbows, trying to put a few more feet between myself and the monster. My head swam from the effects of the poison swimming in my veins. I had to make a choice at that moment: kill the plague beast or heal myself. I wouldn’t have enough strength for both.

Fire blasted from the side of its head, incinerating half of its face. The plague beast whimpered and lashed out one last time with its enormous claws. It struck me in the foot, one of the claws piercing my lower leg completely. My skin around it immediately began to turn black.

I screamed in agony, but pulled more magic into myself. I had quickly hit my limit and knew I ran the risk of burning the ability out of myself or even dying if I used any more. My concussion made things worse; I struggled to focus on my own body as I forced it to heal itself.

My flesh began to knit, pushing the foot-long claw from my shin. Poison oozed from the wounds on my legs, settling into small green pools next to me on the ground.

But the poison ran deeper than that. It was in my heart, my lungs, everywhere. I scoured my body, forcing it to reject the poison, to cleanse itself. I vomited again, the poison leaving my stomach. It wasn’t enough, and I knew it.

I was going to die.

At least the plague beast was dead. Thilli was alive and safe. At least I had done that much.

I reached out and dug my fingers into the thick soil, pulling myself towards my wife. She was a blur of black hair and armor as she ran towards me. Someone was behind her, a man wearing a breastplate. And someone else with a beard. Who was that? All three of them had green skin. That was strange.

“The poison has taken hold,” an elderly man’s voice said. “I must neutralize the poison and then flush it from his body. I will draw through you, Thilli, so that I might use your strength.” He leaned closer to me and spoke. “I am truly sorry, Andrew. This is going to hurt.”

Searing pain lanced through every inch of my body, from deep inside my head down to my feet. My skin itched and burned, but I lacked the strength to scratch it. Someone screamed and made pathetic blubbering noises. After a moment, I realized that someone was me.

Strong hands rolled me onto my side and roughly dug into my mouth, holding my tongue down. I coughed and let the fluids drain from my open mouth, lacking the strength to resist. My heart felt as if it would tear in half. Someone cried. A woman’s voice.

Everything was a blur, so I closed my eyes. The pain was unbearable. My body instinctively tried to thrash and flail against it, but I could barely move. Instead, I remained on the ground in a puddle of my own vomit, and suffered.
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Dull, muffled noises broke through my slumber. Beneath me, something rocked and jostled. My eyes opened a fraction, just enough to allow light in. It was too bright, searing my retinas like a blow torch. I quickly squeezed my eyes shut and breathed heavily.

“He’s waking!” Thilli called out. Her hands touched my face gently and I felt something wet drop onto my cheek. It was her tears.

My throat was as dry as a desert at noon, but I managed to croak out a single question.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

Thilli laughed and her fingertips stroked my cheek. “I was so scared,” she said, her voice small and quiet. She choked back more tears then hugged my face tightly. Her large breasts smothered my face, making it hard to breathe. I didn’t complain.

“Welcome back to the land of the living,” Ulenor said. “I must once again apologize for what you went through.”

A pounding, throbbing headache made it hard to think. I tried to raise my arm, to place my hand over my eyes, but I couldn’t move. “What happened to me?” I asked, trying not to panic.

“You were poisoned, directly from the plague beast itself,” Ulenor said. “Thankfully, you helped kill it—much of the poison seemed to fade after its death. But I still had to draw it out of you, which was difficult. You nearly died, Andrew.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I feel like it.” I opened my eyes again and saw Thilli’s beautiful face above mine. She was cradling my head in her lap. Tears made wet lines down her cheeks as she smiled at me.

“Just relax for now,” Thilli said. “Ulenor said you’re going to be very weak for another day or so. Go back to sleep, Andrew.” She bent down and kissed my forehead.

Falling back asleep was probably the easiest thing I’d ever done in my life. I simply closed my eyes and I was out.

When I woke up again, I was lying in my bedroll with Thilli next to me. In fact, it was her moving around that woke me.

“Where are we?” I asked. It was dark inside the tent, so I was able to open my eyes without much pain.

Her head snapped around at the side of my voice. “Andrew! You’re finally awake.”

I was able to move this time, although I still felt incredibly weak. With a grunt of effort, I pushed myself up onto my elbows. “How long did I sleep?”

Thilli finished pulling her boot on and sat next to me. “From when you woke in the wagon? That was yesterday. If you want to know how long you slept in total, it’s been three days.”

“Three days?” I asked.

“For a moment, I was afraid I had lost you,” Thilli said, reaching out and touching my cheek. “It was the plague beast that did it to you. The poison got in your veins, in every part of your body. I really didn’t think Ulenor was going to be able to heal you.”

“How did he?” I asked, rubbing my eyes with one hand.

“Well, he drew power through me while I wore that tiara,” she said. “That proved to be insufficient. He called out to Zozella herself, begging her to heal you.”

“Well, shit,” I said. “I got healed by a goddess?”

“She certainly helped,” Thilli said. “I didn’t realize Ulenor was so devout. He referred to her as ‘my love.’ It was ultimately her that kept you strong enough to survive the healing.”

I made a mental note to thank Zozella once I got back to the temple. Time and time again, she had gone out of her way to help me. If there was ever a deity that deserved to be praised, it was her.

“Did we get the shield?” I asked.

“Yes,” Thilli said. “It’s in the back of the wagon as we speak. Hard to believe something so powerful was just sitting there on the ground. But then again, it was guarded by a nightmare.” She reached over her head and stretched.

“What are you doing now?” I asked.

“It’s time for my watch,” she said, pushing herself to her feet. “Lay back down and rest. We can talk more tomorrow.”

I was tempted to do exactly as she said. Exhaustion pulled at my limbs, and sleep would come easily. But I had already missed three days. Enough was enough.

My boots were nearby, so I reached over and grabbed them. I was still incredibly weak, but I managed to stuff my feet into them and pull on the loop at the rear until my feet were settled. Thilli stood there and watched me with her hands on her hips.

“It would be a shame if Ulenor went through all that trouble healing you only for you to drop dead because you refused to rest,” she said.

“Yep,” I said with a grin. “That would be a damn shame, wouldn’t it?” I pushed myself to my feet, wobbling slightly. “Come on, I’ll join you.”

Thilli crossed her arms beneath her breasts and shook her head, but a hint of a grin played across her lips. She stalked out of the tent and I followed. Slowly.

A low fire gave a dull glow to the otherwise pitch-black night. We were back in the forest, with no sign of the Drowned Lands. Our campsite was one I recognized; I remembered clearing this one of underbrush and finding the stones to ring the fire.

Thilli stood near the fire with her crossbow in hand. A stool sat near the fire, so I plopped myself down on it with a sigh of relief. I didn’t have the strength to stand much longer.

“How was the trip out of the swamp?” I asked as I warmed my hands over the glowing coals.

“Largely uneventful,” Thilli said, coming over to stand next to me. She watched the forest around us as she spoke. “The sickness in the Drowned Lands came from the plague beast. So after we killed it, it began to fade.”

“Like when I killed Odewyn?” I asked.

“No,” Thilli said, shaking her head. “That was different. After you killed Odewyn, the land began to heal, and with surprising speed. Nothing is healing in the Drowned Lands. If anything, now that it’s not being powered by the plague beast, it’s dying.”

“Dying?” I asked. “That place already looked dead.”

“Oh, it was filled with life,” she explained. “Just foul, corrupted life. No more vomit frogs chased us, or those horrible fish. Instead, they just died, right where they were. Remember those bubbles in the marshes that popped and released poisonous gas? Those are gone as well. The whole area just turned into black and brown slime.”

“That sounds horrible,” I said. “But at least the plague beast is gone. Maybe when the poison fades, it can start to change back to what it once was.”

“That would be interesting,” Thilli said. “Imagine if the Drowned Lands turned back into Efsasera? Who knows, it might even happen during our lifetime.”

I permitted myself a faint smile. In my time here in this world, I had helped defeat one of Vogrim’s attacks, killed a powerful necromancer, and now helped slay a plague beast. The world was changing, one step at a time.

“I think everything is going to be okay, Thilli,” I said. She looked a question at me, and I continued. “This hasn’t been easy, but we’re doing it. Next, we’ll help out Holmar with their orc problem and go fetch Eldrick’s sword. Then we’ll be ready to fight Vogrim himself.”

Thilli shook her head. “I won’t be going with you to Holmar. Cirro will, remember? She grew up there, so she’ll be more of a help than I will.”

Of course. In my weakened state, I had momentarily forgotten that it would be Cirro, not Thilli, that went with me to Holmar. I felt a slight pang of sadness at that. I had grown accustomed to adventuring with Thilli, and sharing a bedroll with her was wonderful. Plus, as she had recently proven, she was quite skilled with a sword.

But Cirro was also wonderful. She carried our child in her belly, something that made my heart swell with love every time I saw her. Traveling to Holmar with her would be an excellent opportunity to grow closer to her.

“I’ll miss you,” I said without thinking.

Thilli smiled down at me. “I miss you every moment I’m not with you, Andrew.”

I wanted her in that moment, but I barely had the strength to stand, much less have sex. Also, the plague beast’s poison suddenly worried me. How much had it affected my body? Was anything lingering in my veins?

“Wait a minute,” I said. “I know Ulenor says he cleaned all the poison from me, but am I okay? Like, am I going to get you sick if we make love?”

Thilli smiled. “Don’t worry about that. I brought up the very same thing, and Ulenor assured me you’d be fine. Which is important, since you have a lot of work to do as soon as we get back.” Her smile deepened in that way that suggested she was getting what she wanted. And, I reminded myself, what she wanted more than anything was to save her people.

“How many?” I asked.

“I know we’re limited on time,” she said. “But it needs to be a lot. Dozens per day, if you can handle it. I would say a hundred per day, but I don’t know if that’s possible, even with Zozella’s blessing.”

I laughed at that and looked down at my crotch? “You hear that? It’s time to go to work.”

Thilli rolled her eyes.
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As the city of Gillamoor came into view, I found myself smiling. Not only was it a beautiful city, but I had built many happy memories there. Plus, that was where my future would be. Me, my beautiful wives, and our tribe of children living in one awesome house.

We had parted ways with Nerras at the edge of the forest. He took his share of gold as well as that sword we found in the Drowned Lands. He had taken a liking to it, and planned on cleaning it up and putting a proper edge on the blade.

My smile deepened as we approached the city proper. In the time I had been gone, the workers had completed the moat and carried away the excess dirt. It was large, twenty feet across and ten feet deep, encircling the entire city. Quite an accomplishment in such a short time.

I looked up and was greeted by the waves of a dozen archers in their mottled gray jackets designed to blend in with the stone of the walls. Several of them saluted me, which I happily returned. Atop the wall and flanking the gatehouse, two large ballistae had been mounted on pivots. Judging by the size of them, they would be incredibly powerful.

We passed through the open gates of the city and several pikemen saluted me, fist to chest. I gladly returned the gesture. They looked formidable yet oddly resplendent in their shining mail armor. Their shields were painted with the seal of Gillamoor in bright colors.

“That’s new,” Thilli said, nodding at the pikemen manning the gate.

“It’s a good thing, though,” I replied. “This city is much better defended now than it was a month ago. When the elves come here to buy wine, they’ll see that. Of course, according to Elidyr, he’s already spread word that we’re doing fine in that area.”

After the filth and grime of the Drowned Lands, the pristine streets of Gillamoor were like a glass of water in the desert. Even the air smelled crisp and fresh. Flowers still decorated many window boxes, likely kept alive via magic. I caught a glimpse of one of the large trees in a small park ahead. It had shed many of its leaves, but those that remained were vivid shades of red and orange.

We turned a few streets and eventually arrived at the temple. It felt great to get out of the wagon and climb the stairs. My stiff legs certainly appreciated the exercise. The fact that servants carried our bags into my room made it all the better.

I noticed a twinge in my right leg as I got to the top of the stairs. Even magical healing wasn’t perfect, which concerned me slightly. Then again, my legs had been impaled on foot-long poisoned spikes, so it was no wonder they still hurt.

“Good evening, Andrew,” Prazzi said with a polite curtsy. “Good evening, Mother,” she said to Thilli. “I have workers drawing up a hot bath right now, and fresh food will be brought to your room within five minutes.”

“Thank you, Prazzi,” I said, placing a hand on her shoulder.

“A hot bath,” Thilli said and suddenly hugged Prazzi. “I could kiss you.”

I split ways with Thilli and hurried down the center aisle. I ignored the goblins seated in pews, offering prayers to their goddess, and knelt directly in front of the statue of Zozella.

“Hey,” I said quietly. “Sorry. Still not so good at that praying thing. I just wanted to say thanks. Once again, you saved my ass. I’m very grateful for all the help you’ve given me.”

She looked down at me, stone eyes blank yet filled with loving approval, like a mother looking at her eldest son. “And thank you for being willing to sacrifice yourself for my people,” she said, her voice echoing through my skull.

“I figured it was the least I could do,” I said.

She reached down with her two right hands and I took one of them. She grasped my hand in one of hers, and gently closed her other hand around both. “I don’t think many people would have done what you did, Andrew. While it was a bit reckless and almost cost you your life, it was also quite heroic. Your actions are appreciated.”

“Thanks for helping to heal me, also,” I said. “Even with your help, I didn’t feel fully rested until yesterday. I can’t imagine how bad it would have been without you.”

Her smile deepened. “You’re lucky you were with Ulenor. His knowledge is vast; probably more so than even he realizes. Only a few people alive today could have healed you of that poison.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, what’s going on between you guys?” I asked. “He seems really fond of you, and you of him.”

“An astute observation,” she said. “Out of all my people, he is my favorite. He has been there for countless decades, guiding the goblins and helping them to survive and build their nation. All of this is only possible because of his devotion to my people.”

“I can understand that,” I said, rubbing my chin. “I’m assuming you have a temple in Holmar?” Her statue nodded. “At least I’ll be able to keep in touch, then, and pay my respects.” I moved to stand, and she spoke up again.

“Oh, Andrew?” she said, her voice growing serious. “Be careful with the elves. I understand that you are trying to create peace where there has been strife for centuries, but they are not to be trusted. While it is true that some of them are changing, they are still a cold, cruel people. They do not respect life the way my people do. You may have a few allies among their people, but you would be wise to be wary.”

“Thanks for the advice,” I said, standing up. “At least all of this is almost done, right? I imagine it’s stressful for you to watch.”

“The fate of my people held in the hands of one man from a different world? Oh, and he seems to have a death wish? Yes, you could call that a bit on the stressful side.”

I laughed at the sarcasm in her voice. She released my hand and I offered her a slight bow, then turned and left.

The door to my room was already open, so I walked inside. I was immediately assaulted by Lossia and Cirro, who practically tackled me. They hugged me so tightly I thought my eyeballs were going to pop out of my head, then took turns pulling my face down so they could kiss me.

I hugged them back and looked over Lossia’s head at Thilli. She was standing a few feet away, holding Anna’s hand. The two women stood very close to one another, and talked quietly. The smile on Thilli’s face was nearly as deep as Anna’s.

“We know you can handle yourself, but it’s hard not to be afraid,” Cirro said, taking my hand into hers and holding it tightly.

“You’re also quite warm at night, and the weather is getting cold,” Lossia said with a smile. I looked down at her and she shrugged.

“You have to tell us everything,” Cirro said, pulling me towards the bathtub. “If I know you, you probably almost got yourself killed.”

“You know me quite well, then,” I said with a grin. “But Thilli gets the bathtub first.”

“Thank you,” she said, finally releasing Anna’s hand. The two women looked into each other’s eyes for a moment, then Thilli turned and hurried to the bath. She practically flew out of her clothes and stepped in.

“You can’t begin to imagine how good this feels,” she said as she settled against the back of the tub.

“We’re going to need more than one of these things in our house,” I said. “With this many of us, we’ll need half a dozen bathtubs and a dedicated servant just to manage the water.”

“Don’t worry,” Lossia said. “We spent a good amount of time talking with Shaug about that when he designed our house. It’s all taken care of.”

“Oh, any progress on the house?” I asked as I pulled my boots off. Walking barefoot felt wonderful after so many days wearing boots. The layered rugs on the tile floor were soft beneath my toes.

“Quite a bit, actually,” Lossia replied. She reached over and took Cirro’s hand while Anna walked up behind them. “Cirro helped a lot, and Anna’s brothers and their friends have really been working hard. I think they feel it’s an honor to work on our house.”

“So where are we?” I asked as I pulled my tunic off over my head. Cirro reached out and traced a finger down my abdominal muscles.

“Most of the trees have been felled,” Lossia continued. “They’re just drying right now. We can help a bit with magic, but if the wood dries too quickly it often splits. Hauling the stone to the city wasn’t easy, but I spoke with the mayor and reminded him you were saving our people and he got some extra workers to help out.”

I laughed. That sounded just like the Lossia I knew.

“So, the outer walls are mostly done,” she said. “You will be able to estimate roughly what it’ll look like. But the inside is going to take a lot of work. Even with all the help, we’ll be spending the winter in here.”

“We’ll have to figure out something for heat, then,” I said.

Just then, a knock came at my door. All five of us turned and saw a young soldier standing there. Sweat streaked his face and he breathed heavily. He had a surprisingly hard look to his gaze that was rare among the pacifist goblins; only Nerras really had that cold stare.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

“Yes sir,” he responded, speaking quickly. “Captain Muller ordered me to report to you immediately. Once I’m done here I have to speak with Colonel Chuleel.”

That certainly caught my attention. “What’s going on?”

“It’s Vogrim, sir,” the young soldier said. “I’m a scout at the Black Lake, you see. I’ve been there for the past three months. We captured one of the orcs recently and managed to get him to talk. Vogrim is building an army, sir. He’s preparing to attack Gillamoor. We don’t know when, but it’s coming.”

“Well, shit,” I said. Those words certainly wouldn’t fill the young scout with confidence, so I tried to think of something more motivational. “Thank you for the information. Go on and tell Colonel Chuleel about this. And try not to worry too much. We’ve beaten back an attack before, and we can handle anything that bastard Vogrim throws at us. We’re going to be okay.”

“Yes sir,” the scout said, bowing his head briefly and then leaving the room.

I still held Lossia and Cirro’s hands, but I looked over at Thilli and met her eyes. Hers were filled with concern, and I knew mine were as well.

I looked over at the corner of the room. One of the servants had brought Eldrick’s shield in, still wrapped in cloth. One of the most powerful magical items ever created, casually leaning against the wall.

“We’re going to be okay,” I repeated. “And with the Black Lake in the way, it takes a while for any of his troops to get here. They haven’t even started moving yet; that scout just knew they were building an army and planning to attack.”

“What if they left right after him?” Anna asked, taking a step closer. She chewed her bottom lip worriedly.

I shook my head. “It takes time to mobilize troops. If it was a small party, then maybe they left right after that scout. If that was the case, we would be able to defeat them without any real effort, especially as the city is now. But if he’s building a serious army to attack us with, that’s going to take some time. He has to build weapons, armor, and gather enough food and supplies. Wagons, water or wine or beer or whatever the fuck they drink. Thousands of arrows. All of that stuff is built by hand, remember. Even if they rushed, they wouldn’t be ready in less than a month, maybe longer.”

“So we have time to prepare,” Cirro said, looking serious.

“We have more time than them,” I said. “Because once they’re ready, it’ll take them another month just to get here.” I reached down and slapped Cirro on her round bottom. “Which means you’re coming with me to Holmar so we can convince the orcs to stop attacking and also get Eldrick’s sword. It’ll be a hoot. Hope you like eating beans and antelope jerky.”

Cirro reached out and slapped me on the ass, then laughed.

“At least you get to show me around your hometown,” I said with a shrug.

I laughed with her, but my mind raced. Two months. I had two months to get all this done.

I couldn’t fail.

The end

Thanks for reading Goblin Settler! If you enjoyed it, make sure to check out the preorder for Goblin Defender, the fourth book in the series right here! Also don’t forget to leave me a review so I can make enough to buy my cats some treats. They’ve been good lately and deserve it.

And hey while you’re at it, check out my patreon so you can read this stuff well in advance, as well as other writing projects of mine!
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