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Ahint of chill floated on the breeze in the morning when I woke, necessitating a thick blanket, or better yet several warm bodies. When the sun fully rose the weather was just about perfect. The cool weather had a calming quality I wasn’t used to; whenever the temperature was nice back in Florida, it was usually for only a few fleeting moments before things turned into a sauna. It was especially nice for exercise; warm enough to keep me flexible and fast, but cool enough to keep me from overheating. On this particular morning, however, my typical routine had been interrupted by rain. Cursed, poison rain.

Vogrim, a thousand-year-old minotaur sorcerer that lived on a nearby mountain, had finally garnered enough power to begin his conquest of the world. His first step towards domination involved eliminating the goblins, and his method of doing so was absolutely insidious.

A cloud floated over every goblin city and village, and every few days rain would fall from these clouds. The poison in that rain mostly left the women alone—although I had heard several people say it had actually enhanced their natural beauty and given them voracious sexual appetites.

The men, however, didn’t fare so well. The rain took away their virility, their ability to perform with a woman. And the few men that were fortunate enough to still be able to perform had lost the ability to impregnate any women. No goblin children had been born in nearly five years.

Vogrim had cursed the goblin people to a slow death. This gradual decline in population not only gave Vogrim time to build his armies, but served as psychological warfare for the other races. And it was highly effective; some of the men took their own lives, so filled with anger and shame they were.

I, however, was human, and so I was immune to the poison rain. A wizard named Ulenor had brought me to this world using a magical gateway so that I could help them repopulate.

Not only was I supposed to help repopulate, but I had plans to kill Vogrim himself. That certainly wouldn’t be easy, but I had a plan.

I leaned a muscular forearm against the marble door frame of Zozella’s temple, the building in which I lived, and watched the rain come down. Gillamoor became a ghost town whenever the rain came. People avoided it the best they could, but the poison seeped into the groundwater, so it was impossible to fully avoid.

Standing next to me, Cirro made a disgusted sound in her throat. I turned and saw her frowning at the rain. Her eyes smoldered like brown coals.

“Once all this is done, I think it’ll take me a long time to stop hating rain,” she said, her voice glum.

“The army ruined rain for me,” I said idly, turning to look back through the open doorway. “There was a saying that high-ranking people liked to use quite often: ‘if it ain’t raining, we ain’t training.’ They always laughed when they said it, and it was usually when we were outside for days at a time, doing some form of training in heavy rain. I always wanted to punch them when they said that. I spent far too much time in the rain.”

“Sounds like it,” Cirro said. “I wouldn’t enjoy that at all. I’ve been in my share of uncomfortable situations, but that just sounds miserable.”

“That’s a good word for it,” I said. “But, at least I can spend time with my wives,” I said, smiling down at her. She looked up at me and returned the smile, then stepped closer and wrapped her arms around my waist. I held her tightly and kissed the top of her head.

“Do you have to leave so soon?” Cirro asked against my chest.

“Trust me, I wish I could just stay here with you three and begin our life together. And soon we’ll do that. But first I have to take care of Vogrim, and this is the first step towards that.”

She squeezed me tightly when I mentioned the sorcerer’s name. I couldn’t blame her. I wasn’t afraid of that monster, but neither was I looking forward to the fight. My shoulder still ached a bit from my first experience with minotaurs, and none of them could cast any spells. A thousand-year-old sorcerer that was ten feet tall? Yeah, I wasn’t eager for that one.

Although, as I kissed the top of Cirro’s head and breathed in her scent, I found myself wishing I could speed things up and kill Vogrim as soon as possible. The sooner I killed that bastard, the sooner my new life could begin. For if there was one thing I was truly eager for, it was my wives.

I had taken to calling them that even though we weren’t yet married. They didn’t mind. It certainly rolled off the tongue more easily than “Mothers of a New Age,” which was their official title. Their job was not only to mate with me, but to be the first to do so and determine whether or not I was suitable for mating with other goblin women.

While that didn’t sound too terrible on its own, their job was to mate with me no matter how I looked or what I was like. With me being a human, they had things pretty easy. Other than being a foot taller than them, I posed no risk. Had I come through that portal as some kind of violent ogre, they still would have been required to attempt to mate with me in order to save their race. I shuddered at the thought.

“Come on, honey,” Cirro said, pulling me away from the open door. “Let’s go back to our room.”

I certainly wasn’t going to say no to that. I let her pull me through the temple and to a large storage room that had been repurposed as my temporary living quarters.

Since defeating the attack at the gates a week prior, I had been showered with gifts. Clothing, flowers, food, paintings, all sorts of things stood neatly arranged in the corners of the room, until I had space for it all. When I was finally able to build a house, at least it wouldn’t be empty.

Today I wore a fine cloak of thick, dark blue silk with black leaves and vines embroidered up the edges and along the hood. I had a green one just like it hanging in my wardrobe.

Trina had even showed up in a tight-fitting dress that left only modesty to the imagination, intending to show me her appreciation, but after a few quiet words from my wives she nodded and eventually left, but not before giving me a devilish smile. At least I got a good look at her first, though. Even Thilli admitted that Trina’s figure was impressive. Cirro had slapped Trina on the ass on her way out and winked at her.

I pulled the door open and held it for Cirro. She smiled at me as she entered the room, giving her hips a little shake as she passed. She knew I watched her.

“Is it still raining?” Lossia asked from where she was lounging on the bed.

“Yes,” Cirro replied with a sour twist to her mouth.

“Ugh,” said Lossia, flopping back onto the bed. “I can’t wait until this is done and our lives can return to normal. Although I don’t even remember what normal felt like. We’ve avoided the rain for so many years now.”

“Tell you what,” I said. “Once this is all done we’ll all go skinny dipping in the rain.”

Lossia perked up at that. “Skinny dipping? What’s that?”

I laughed softly. “It’s when you go swimming without any clothes.”

She smiled and her cheeks colored faintly. “That sounds like fun.”

“Thilli, how are you doing?” I asked. “Think you’ll be ready to head out once the rain stops?”

Thilli sat on the edge of the bed wearing snug-fitting pants and nothing else. A sword in a boarhide scabbard laid across her supple thighs and she traced a finger along the designs burned into the leather. Her large breasts gently swayed as she moved her arms, and her luscious black hair hung in waves down her back, all the way to her perfectly formed ass. She looked up at me, a gleam of concern in her big violet eyes.

“I’m fine. A little anxious, I guess.” She offered me a warm smile as she hefted her sword. “I grew up around this type of thing, but doing myself is different.”

I walked over to her and placed a hand on her shoulder, pointedly avoiding looking at her perfect breasts. “You’re going to be fine, Thilli. I’ll be there, as well as Nerras and Ulenor. If you’re having second thoughts, though, now is the time to back out. No one will think any less of you for it.”

She shook her head. “Nonsense. I am dedicated to doing whatever it takes to save my people. Vogrim needs to die, so I’ll be standing by your side when you fight him. And these other creatures as well. Fear…. Fear is just something I need to conquer.”

I squeezed her shoulder. “Nothing can hurt you when I’m around. That goes for all of you,” I said, my gaze taking in Cirro and Lossia as well.

Thilli took a deep breath and nodded. “I don’t know why I’m being so anxious about this. I was raised in a military family. I’ve just never done any of this myself, so it’s all new.”

“You’ll be fine,” I assured her. “Just keep your guard up at all times.”

The faint sound of the rain drumming on the roof had stopped shortly after we walked into the room, so I decided it was a good time for us to go. Thilli pulled a shirt on, with a leather vest over that. It offered minimal protection but helped accentuate her figure. When I commented on it, she laughed.

“If I’m going to wear a man’s clothes, at least I can make them look good,” she said.

“Make me proud,” Cirro said, reaching out and slapping Thilli on the ass. Both women laughed and Cirro went back to rubbing her hands on her stomach. She did that often, even though her stomach was still flat as a board.

“How long are goblin pregnancies?” I asked.

“Ten months,” Cirro replied, looking down at her stomach. “We’ll have to think of some names soon.”

I tried not to let the whole situation overwhelm me. I lived in a fantasy world, was about to marry three breathtakingly beautiful goblin women—goblin women!—and I was probably going to have nearly a hundred children running around. Little half-goblin children.

And tomorrow morning I was leaving to start my journey that would ultimately end with me fighting Vogrim. It would be a long, bumpy road, but I was as ready as I could be.

Thilli, on the other hand, was the daughter of the top general in the goblin army. While she was used to strict discipline and being near military men, she had never experienced any real adventure herself. Still, she was a mentally tough woman, and I was glad to have her along. Perhaps I could finally break down those walls and really get to know her.

“Come on, honey. Let’s go,” I said.

Thilli nodded and stamped her feet into her boots. She threw a light traveling cloak around her shoulders, then tied it at the neck. After grabbing her sword, she stepped up to me and kissed me lightly on the lips.

“Are you finally ready?” she asked, just as innocent as could be. Before I could reply, she winked and swept past me towards the door.

I watched her hips sway as she walked, then turned back to the other two women. Cirro had climbed onto the bed and laid next to Lossia.

“We’ll be back soon,” I told them.

“I’m sure we can find a way to pass the time,” Cirro said, tracing a finger up Lossia’s supple thigh. The two smiled at each other, then Cirro climbed on top of her and pressed her lips firmly against Lossia’s.

“Alright,” I said, suppressing a laugh. I walked to the door, where Thilli was waiting. “Let’s head out.”
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The smooth cobblestone streets kept our feet out of the mud, for which I was grateful. It hadn’t rained hard, but there was enough water on the ground to make me cautious about going for a long walk.

“Hail Andrew! Hail the Mothers!” an elderly goblin man said as we passed. Only a few people were outside so soon after the rain, and some of them gave us appreciative nods. Thilli gave them all a broad smile and thanked the man, then we continued on our way.

“Gillamoor is really growing on me,” Thilli said as we strolled down one of the main streets of the small city. She looked around as we walked. “I think it’s just the right size. I love York; I grew up there, after all. But sometimes it can be a bit too much, if you know what I mean.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” I told her. I reached over and put my arm around her shoulders and she smiled up at me. There was still a bit of tension in her smile; Thilli was a woman that kept a lot on her mind. I decided it was a good time to start getting more personal with her. I mean, we had slept with each other a few times, but she still had walls around her heart. I couldn’t blame her.

“How are you doing, Thilli?” I asked her. When she looked up at me quizzically, I put more emphasis on the question. “I mean, how are you. You, as a person, as a woman. I know you’re worried. Anything you’d like to talk about?”

She gave me another tense smile, then looped her arm around my waist. “I’m sorry, Andrew, I can’t help it. There’s just a lot to worry about right now.”

I gave her a nonchalant smile. “You’ll be fine, honey. Remember, I spent years training for war. I don’t know your world, but I know what I’m doing. We’re going to head down to pay a visit to that elven sorcerer, then we’re going to go on a little journey into the swamps to the south and get a shield. It won’t be the easiest thing, but it’ll be over before you know it.”

“I’m glad you’re so confident,” she said with a sigh. “I guess it’s all just new to me. It’s hard for me to feel so overwhelmingly positive about all of this when I’ve lived under the shadow of Vogrim’s threat for nearly five years.”

I squeezed her shoulder. “Well, good thing you’ve got me, then. We’re going to kick some serious ass together, and once all the fighting is done we’re going to get married. Then, the most difficult thing you’ll have to worry about is what to cook for dinner. Although I suppose we might wind up having someone cook for us.”

“And then there’s that,” she said. “It seems easy for you, and I’m glad, but this has actually been pretty difficult for me.”

“You didn’t seem too concerned last night,” I said. “Or this morning, for that matter.”

She pushed me away, then playfully punched me in the hip. With a laugh, she moved next to me again.

“I’ll be honest with you, Andrew; I really enjoy our intimate times together. I think that much is obvious. We all feel that way, even Lossia who is still too afraid to go all the way.” She looked up at me. “But sometimes when you talk about us being married for the rest of our lives, it stresses me out.”

“Ouch,” I said. “So, I still haven’t won you over yet?”

She gave me an apologetic look. “I like you, Andrew. Really, I do. But we’ve only known each other for a few weeks, and you’re very different from what I’m used to. Not all of those differences are bad, but they are something to give me pause. You can’t expect me to just fall in love with you right away. That takes time, sometimes a lot of time.”

“I guess I have my work cut out for me, then,” I said. “Don’t worry, I understand exactly what you’re talking about, and I respect your feelings. I think it’s just easier from my point of view. Everything about you three amazes me. Brovania is a great place to live, minus the threat of impending doom from Vogrim, of course. I’m happier here than I’ve ever been in my life. Just me and my green wives.” I grinned at her.

She scoffed playfully at my comment. “Is everyone colored like you back in your world?” she asked, changing the subject.

“Not really,” I said, looking down at the skin on the back of my hand. “I’m pretty pale. My ancestors come from a place where it’s cloudy and raining most of the time, so we tend to be fair-skinned. Some people have skin that’s a bit darker, and some are much darker still, but all the skin colors are a variation of this peach or light brown coloring I have. Honestly, I don’t really know the name for this color. We don’t have anyone that is blue, or green, or pink. Our hair is different colors as well, but not like you. Same with the eyes.”

“Your hair is the color of good soil,” Thilli said, looking up at me. “Your blue eyes are pretty, though.”

“Thanks, I think,” I replied with a chuckle.

As we walked through the gate, one of the guards atop the gatehouse called out to us.

“Heading out?” he asked.

I figured the answer was pretty obvious as we were clearly leaving the city, but I avoided a snarky response. After all, he was just being friendly.

“Yeah,” I said to the man as we walked through the wide gates. When we exited the front, I turned back to address him. “We’ll be back in a few hours.”

He saluted me and I returned the gesture. I wasn’t an officer or anything, but many of the soldiers had taken to saluting me since the Battle of Gillamoor, as a sign of respect. I had saved the city, after all.

I worked my arm without thinking. The soreness in my shoulder was all but gone, although I still felt a shiver when I thought about what had happened. About what I had done. Leaping onto a minotaur, stabbing him in the neck. What had I been thinking? That monster had broken several of my ribs just by grabbing me.

But, word of our victory and my actions spread like wildfire. King Freg had requested my presence in York again, both for more breeding and to celebrate our victory over Vogrim’s minions, but I politely refused. The thought of sleeping with another hundred women was certainly appealing, but I had more important things to take care of, and I was afraid it would affect my relationship with my wives. More realistically, I simply didn’t have the time to spend another three weeks traveling to York, performing my duties, and heading back to Gillamoor.

Of course, the king hadn’t been happy about my refusal, no matter how polite, so I figured it was only a matter of time until I was back in the capital city.

Also, since I had led the goblins to victory at Gillamoor, Vogrim was certain to strike back. The battle had put a bit of steel in the goblins’ spines, so I felt safe leaving them for a bit, but I knew another attack was coming. And the next one would be worse, much worse.

In fact, part of me worried that our victory at the Battle of Gillamoor was the catalyst for Vogrim beginning his conquest of the world. The backlash from this would be strong and swift, and I suddenly had a terrible vision of a hundred minotaurs storming the gates of the city. There was no way we could defend against something like that.

“Hey, are you alright?” Thilli asked. She reached out and took my hand. “You’re stiff as a board. What’s bothering you?”

I took a deep breath and relaxed. “Sorry,” I told her. “My mind was wandering about Vogrim and what I expect from him.”

“Is it that bad?” she asked, concern staining her voice.

I chose my words carefully. “I’m not sure. I definitely expect him to retaliate, and that’s what I’m worried about. There is a possibility that Vogrim will see this victory as the goblin people learning to defend themselves better, and perhaps he’ll lay off for a time. But I can’t see anything positive happening in the next few months. I say we hope for the best but plan for the worst.”

“Sounds like good advice for most situations,” Thilli replied.

“Except for our marriage, because I know that’ll be perfect,” I said with a grin.

Thilli gave me a strangled look, then burst into laughter.

“Oh, Andrew,” she said. “I do enjoy your persistence.”

I took her hand in mine and we walked together along the dirt road that led out of Gillamoor. We followed it all the way to the treeline, where the forest began. The trees weren’t particularly dense, although a few towered far overhead and drowned the forest floor in deep shade. Many of them were in the beginning stages of a seasonal color change, painting the area with yellows and pale oranges.

After another ten minutes, we veered to the left and followed a narrow path hidden by underbrush. Had I not been the one to choose this location myself, I never would have seen it.

We came to a small clearing, well hidden by trees and thick bushes. In the center stood a large tent with several stools and a folding wooden table. Wisps of smoke rose lazily from the embers of a fire set in a ring of stones.

“Wait,” I said quietly, and stopped. Thilli looked at me and opened her mouth to say something, but I raised a hand. I listened hard, my ears straining for even the slightest sound. Squirrels barked and birds sang in the distance, and the wind rustled leaves on their branches. Against that background, it was hard to hear much.

There. Behind me and to my right, the faintest crunching of a dead leaf caught my ear. I smiled as my hand went to the hilt of my practice sword, fastened to my belt alongside my real sword. In one quick motion I drew the wooden blade and spun.

Nerras rolled beneath my attack as if he had all the time in the world, and swung his own wooden sword into the back of my right boot, right in the calf muscle. Not hard enough to hurt, but hard enough that I knew I’d been hit.

“At least you’re getting better,” Nerras said as he pulled himself to his feet. He spun his sword in lazy circles, first one way then the other, and grinned at me. “If it hadn’t been for that damn leaf, I really would have gotten you.”

This was something he had told me he was going to do a few weeks earlier. In order to help me develop faster reflexes and better detect any hidden enemies, he would often attack me when I didn’t expect it. Fortunately, I now expected it any time I was near him. Even still, I had my share of bruises.

“Set your stuff down, then we can begin your lessons,” Nerras said, grounding the tip of his wooden practice sword next to his foot.

Thilli and I only carried a few things, but we walked over to the tent and set them down. I took a seat on the nearest stool while Thilli walked back to Nerras. I marveled at the shape of her ass in those snug pants she wore, and how it moved beneath the thin cloth.

“Alright,” Thilli said, raising her practice sword. “Let’s do this.”
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“Andrew! It’s so good to see you,"a familiar voice said from behind me.

I turned and saw two women seated in the tent. They both rose to greet me.

Kless was short, even for a goblin, with a petite body and hair the color of a clear summer sky. Next to her stood Ozee, who was more curvaceous and had bright yellow hair—not blonde, but bright yellow—and dark brown eyes. Her coloring reminded me of a sunflower. Both women were, as expected, beautiful beyond words.

They walked up to me and hugged me tightly, although I noticed the hug had a platonic feel to it. That made me glad. I had slept with both of them as part of my duty to repopulate, but they were Nerras’s women now and I didn’t want any friction between us.

“How are you doing out here?” I asked, a wave of my hand taking in the tent and the clearing. Off to the side, the clack-clack-clack of practice swords striking filled the air.

“It’s nice,” Kless said, smiling at Ozee. “It’s peaceful and quiet, and has given the three of us a good opportunity to really get to know each other.” She reached out and took Ozee’s hand, then smiled at the taller woman.

“How about you?” I asked Ozee. Last I had spoken to her, she had informed me that she preferred women to men.

“I miss the city, but this is like a fun vacation,” Ozee said softly, smiling back at Kless. She tucked her hair behind a pointed ear. “Nerras is nice. He treats us very well.”

“Are you letting him get any sleep at night?” I asked.

“Some,” Ozee replied, and her cheeks colored.

“You should know the answer to that question,” Kless said with a laugh. She looked past me and her eyes fell upon Nerras, who was busy training Thilli. “He is very good to us, though.”

“Interesting that he’s healed so much in only a matter of weeks,” I said. “It appears the poison rain isn’t particularly strong. Although if it were too strong, it would just kill everyone, I guess. I have a feeling Vogrim wants to avoid an all-out attack such as that, and is instead trying to crush all hope with a slow death. Word of that would spread to other nations, other races, and destroy their morale.”

Ozee’s smile faltered and slipped into a frown. “I try not to think about it. It’s easy, out here.”

“Hey,” I said, turning back to Kless. I tried to remember the term they used for their menstrual cycle. “Have you had your, uh, your moon blood?”

“I did, actually,” she said. “Both of us; just cleared up two days ago. So no pregnancies here. I suppose the timing just wasn’t right. At least we had our fun,” she added with a wink.

“Hmmm,” I said, tapping my lip in thought. Ulenor had said his gateway sought a person compatible with goblins, so I knew some of these women would be getting pregnant. I just didn’t know how many.

“The way you asked that makes me think some women are having a different experience,” Kless said with a raised eyebrow. “Who so far?”

“Cirro,” I said, smiling. I couldn’t contain my joy when I spoke of it. “It’s still early but she said she’s certain that she’s pregnant.”

“The first of many, I’m sure,” Kless said with a knowing grin. “I’m curious about how many.”

“Same,” I said. “According to Ulenor, I’m compatible with goblin women, but I wonder how many will actually become pregnant.”

“Enough to change us forever,” Ozee said. I thought I detected a hint of sadness in her voice.

The three of us turned to watch Thilli train with Nerras. She was a fast learner and had a background in swordplay due to being the daughter of a general. Under Nerras’s watchful eye she learned at a lightning pace, and could probably kick my ass already, at least with a sword.

Nerras swung his wooden blade at her, a blow aimed to take her head off. Thilli brought her sword up and deflected the attack, then smoothly moved into a jab of her own. Nerras moved to the side and her sword found nothing but air, then resumed his attack. Thilli parried expertly, then brought her free hand up in front of her.

Sparks flashed between them and Nerras blinked in surprise. It was only a heartbeat, but it was enough time for her blade to slip past Nerras’s defenses. Her sudden attack almost caught him in the stomach, but he twisted at the last moment and it grazed along his ribs. His counterblow took her in the shoulder, hard enough for her to yelp and drop her sword.

“Are you okay?” Nerras asked, quickly lowering his blade as Thilli bit off a curse.

“I’m fine,” she grumbled as she bent down to retrieve her sword. “I was sure I had you that time.”

“You’re doing great, Thilli,” Nerras said. “I can honestly say that you’ve picked this up more quickly than any men I’ve trained over the years.”

Thilli scoffed. “Probably because I’m willing to listen. Most men think they already know everything.” She turned and looked at me. “No offense.”

I laughed. “None taken. I’ve trained plenty of men like that in the past.”

“Care for another go?” Nerras asked.

Thilli worked her arm in a circle a few times, then shook her head. “I’m good for now. Let me rest my shoulder for a bit.” She walked towards me and tossed me the practice sword. “Your turn, mister hero. Maybe you can practice your healing powers on my shoulder when you’re done.”

I caught the sword in mid-air and hopped to my feet. I was still very new to fighting with a sword, but I had managed to develop a sort of mind-muscle connection when I fought. My sense of concentration deepened, time almost slowed. I didn’t know if it was something to do with magic or just me focusing more intently than normal, but I was progressing quickly.

And I would need every bit of skill I had. Nerras was as fast as a striking cobra and probably twice as deadly. For a man that was barely five feet tall, he was a highly capable fighter. He was the only living goblin to defeat a minotaur in solo combat. Probably the only goblin ever. I was grateful to have him fighting by my side over the next few weeks, or months, or however long this journey took.

I reached down and picked up a small leather buckler lying on the stool next to me, then slipped my arm through the straps. It wouldn’t protect against much, but it was good for training purposes. If I could block with a tiny buckler, I could block with a larger shield.

I held the practice blade in my right hand, the tip level with my eyes, and focused my gaze on the smaller man. While I could overpower him with a two-handed grip, I would be using a shield soon so I tried to practice my one-handed grip as much as possible.

“So, what are we doing today?” Nerras asked as he went back to spinning his sword in his hands. “Orc, elf, lizardfolk? What’s your fancy?”

“What do you think I’ll be fighting the most?” I asked, shrugging my shoulders to limber them up a bit.

“Hard to say,” Nerras said, grounding the point of his practice sword near his boot. “Obviously you’ll be fighting plenty of minotaurs when we go fight Vogrim. Orcs make up a large portion of his army, at least the troops that matter. Lizardfolk breed like rats and fill in all the gaps, so to speak. They aren’t good fighters, but there are often enough of them to swarm you. Of course, where we’re going, I honestly don’t know what we’ll be fighting.”

“Let’s go with orc, then,” I said, firming my grip on my sword. I brought my buckler up and waited for the assault.

“Orcs are vicious,” Nerras said, taking his sword in a two-handed grip. “If you chop off their leg, they’ll still fight you. Cut off their arms, and they’ll just try to bite you. They aren’t particularly good at defense; the orc way of fighting involves an overpowering offensive.”

With that, he launched himself at me. Swinging his sword in both hands, Nerras attacked me with a flurry of hard blows that I barely managed to turn aside. I tried deflecting with my buckler and parrying with my sword, but the sheer amount of force the small man put into his attacks made my joints ache.

Nerras’s face was a mask of determination as he swung a savage blow at my midsection. I brought my buckler up just in time, but mid-swing he changed trajectory and his sword caught my thigh, making me stumble.

I cursed loudly and adjusted my footing. My thigh stung; a welt would form in a matter of minutes, but that didn’t bother me. Nerras was so damn fast, sometimes I felt like my brain couldn’t process his attacks in time. I always felt one step behind.

“You’re getting better, and quickly,” Nerras said, leaning on his sword. I noticed he was breathing heavily, which made me feel a little better. “With a better shield you might be able to hold your own against an orc, but you’d have to land a killing blow quickly. You’ll need to work on that; you fall on the defensive side and get stuck there. You need to learn to attack and overpower your opponent. Use your superior strength to your advantage.”

“I don’t have the time to attack, I can barely defend against you,” I said, a bit of exasperation touching my voice. I took a deep breath to calm my nerves. “Please tell me that orcs aren’t as fast as you.”

“Andrew, no one is as fast as me,” Nerras said. From him it was a simple statement of fact, not a boast. I believed him. “I’m pushing you hard because I have to. If you can manage to land a blow against me in a fair fight, you’ll easily win against an orc.”

“The key words there were ‘fair fight.’ I need to stop fighting fair,” I said.

Nerras grinned in response.

I brought my sword up again and readied myself. There were a few moves in mind that I wanted to try, but I had to ensure I didn’t hurt my friend.

“Just don’t break my arm or anything,” Nerras said, as if he could read my thoughts.

I cleared my mind of any static and focused on Nerras. He was faster than me, but I was stronger. I was also much, much more powerful when it came to magic.

I opened myself to my magical well and pulled a moderate amount of power into my grasp. I took a step towards the goblin and nodded, and he launched his second assault.

His first attack was a lightning-fast swing directed at my shoulder. I brought my buckler up just in time to catch it, then I attacked in response. But not with my sword.

Ulenor had taught me that I could manipulate gravity, although he hadn’t known the word for it. I focused on Nerras, on the gravity that held him to the ground, and I shifted it. Pushing hard with all my magical might, I changed the direction of the gravitational forces around him, so he suddenly found himself being drawn backwards instead of towards the ground. He fell back in a heap, wide-eyed in shock.

I leaped forwards as he fell and brought my sword down, right onto his sternum. He wore a padded leather vest over his green clothes so the blow brought him no pain, but we both knew it was a killing blow.

“Well, I wasn’t expecting that,” Nerras said. He suddenly laughed. “That’s a nasty move, Andrew. Very effective.”

“Thanks,” I said, reaching down with my practice sword.

He grabbed the hilt next to my hand and I pulled him to his feet. I half expected the man to try to tackle me, just to ensure I was paying attention, but he didn’t.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone do that before,” Nerras said. “To be honest, I’m not entirely sure what you even did. I felt like…. Instead of falling down, like normal, I fell backwards. As if the ground were behind me instead of beneath me.”

“That’s called gravity,” I told the man. “I changed the direction of it, basically.”

“Can you do that in any direction?” Nerras asked with an eyebrow raised. He pursed his lips in thought, pondering his own question.

“I think so,” I said. “That’s how I would lift something from the ground.” I focused on a nearby rock and reversed the gravitational pull on it, and it slowly rose into the air. After concentrating a bit, I poured more magical power into it, and the rock shot into the air like a bullet.

“I suppose the real question is if you can do that to something the size of an orc. Or a minotaur,” Nerras said, watching the sky where the rock had disappeared. A few seconds later it crashed onto the ground two dozen feet away.

I focused on Nerras again and pulled more power from my magical well. He wasn’t a particularly heavy man—a little over a hundred pounds, if I had to guess—but it was much harder than moving a stone. I pulled more power into myself and tried to reverse the gravity that held him to the ground.

To my astonishment, he slowly rose into the air. Nerras’s eyes widened and he burst out into laughter, while I grit my teeth and focused. It would have been easier to lift him with my arms.

I released him and let him fall to the ground, then released my hold on my magical well. A wave of tiredness washed over me, but not so much that I couldn’t deal with it.

I took a deep breath and leaned on my practice sword. I was getting stronger with magic, of that there was no doubt, but I still had a lot of work to do until I could reliably use it in a fight without becoming dangerously tired.

“So, I can lift you or one of the lizardfolk no problem,” I said. “An orc? I don’t know. I think I could lift one, but I would have to stop fighting to concentrate. And there’s no way I could lift a minotaur. Perhaps one day in the future.”

“I believe in you,” Nerras said with a grin. “You’ve impressed us all so far. How about we head back to the tent and enjoy some lunch?”
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“Since you’ve been out here for a few days, I’m assuming you’re pretty much ready to go,” I said as we all sat on the small wooden stools arranged around the campfire.

Nerras kissed Ozee on top of her yellow head, then sat on a stool next to me with a bird in hand. It looked similar to a pheasant, but the coloring was different. With a deft hand, he quickly plucked the carcass while talking.

“I like being out here,” he explained. “I don’t think they enjoy it as much as I do,” he said, nodding towards Ozee and Kless, “but I enjoy the peace and quiet. It’s just me and my women and the beautiful blue sky.” He stopped plucking the bird for a moment and looked up. “And no poison rain to ruin it all.”

“How is that going, if I can ask without being too awkward?” I asked. It was better than saying “hey, does your dick work yet?”

He smiled faintly. “It’s going well. I’m not back to normal yet, but I’m getting close.” He looked up at Kless and she blushed. “I think another two weeks and it’ll be like I was never affected.”

“I’m just glad it’s not permanent,” I said.

Nerras nodded in agreement. “Me too, or else you’d be back in York. But to answer your earlier question, yes. It’ll take us about an hour to pack all this up and I’ll be ready to go. Ozee and Kless will be staying in my house while we’re gone.”

“Don’t feel like swinging a sword?” Thilli asked in a light tone.

Kless shook her head. “I would only get in the way. Besides, I prefer a soft bed to sleeping on the ground.” She looked at Nerras and shrugged. “No offense.”

Nerras laughed. “None taken. I know this isn’t for everyone. And I can’t blame you for not wanting to fight who-knows-what in the forest, or in a cave, or wherever we’re going.” He looked at me and raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” I said. “Through the forest, then he built his stronghold in an underground lair, according to Ulenor. So essentially, a cave.”

“I can’t say that’ll be the best date I’ve been on,” Thilli said with a wry twist to her mouth.

“Are you saying fighting sorcerers and monsters isn’t romantic?” I asked, feigning shock. “And to think, after all the effort I put in.” I scoffed. “Some people.”

Thilli responded by punching me in the shoulder.

“So, are you still planning on leaving in a few days?” Nerras asked, laughing at Thilli’s reaction.

“Yeah,” I said, reaching out and placing my hand on Thilli’s knee. The physical touch wasn’t necessary, but I found it helped with healing. I pulled deeply from my magical well and searched her hip until I found the bruise. Broken blood vessels, even a bit of torn skin—it hurt, and I could tell she was hiding it. I directed her body to heal the wound, and Thilli smiled at me.

“I figured two days will give us plenty of time to prepare for our trip,” I said, pulling my hand from her knee. “We can also ensure Gillamoor is fully prepared to defend itself, in case Vogrim launches a retaliatory attack.”

I left my own bruises and scrapes alone, as healing them wasn’t worth the energy expenditure. If anything, I would heal them at night so the magical exhaustion would help me sleep. The amount of stress I was under could keep me up at night, and being able to get a full night’s sleep was a big part in keeping my sanity.

“Do you need me to bring you anything?” I asked Nerras.

He shook his head. “We’re doing great out here. Well, I imagine the ladies are looking forward to a soft bed and a hot bath, but we’ve got fresh air, fresh food, and lots of time with each other. There’s a small stream about a hundred yards to the south, so we have water. To be honest, this is the happiest I’ve been in a while.” Fetching a stick that had the bark removed, he pushed it through the bird carcass and set it over the fire.

I tapped into my magical well and added heat to the fire until it was crackling nicely.

“Thanks,” Nerras said.

We relaxed around the fire while the bird cooked. Juices dripped onto the coals and sizzled while Nerras busied himself with sharpening his sword.

“How long do you think you guys will be gone?” Kless asked. She was seated on Ozee’s lap with her arms around the taller woman. I was glad to see they were so in love with each other, and felt myself smile when I remember I was the one that had helped introduce them to each other.

“I can’t see it taking too long,” I said, rubbing my thumb along the hilt of my dagger as I thought. “Less than a week to get down there. Five or six days, maybe tack on an extra day to find the exact location of this sorcerer. We’ll be careful in his lair, so we’ll say another day to handle all of that. Add in the return time, and I supposed we’ll be home in less than two weeks.” I turned to Nerras. “Back to home sweet home, here in the woods.”

“Damn right,” he said, not looking up from his sword. “I’ll live out here for the rest of my life if that keeps my body working.”

“Can’t say I blame you,” I said.

“You’ll probably be heading back to York soon,” Thilli said. “King Freg wants you back.”

Nerras grinned at me. Ozee and Kless did as well, for that matter.

“I’m sure he does,” I said to Thilli. “And I’m sure it would be a lot of fun. That’s…. Well, that’s a lot for one guy, even with the blessing of a goddess. I was actually looking forward to getting to know you and Cirro and Lossia, and spending time with you three. Starting our lives together.”

She nodded. “Honestly, I’m looking forward to that as well. But one does not refuse a king. If he wants you there, he’ll have you, until the job is done. And you know how I feel about you completing your duties.”

I laughed at that. “I figured I was done after the week I spent there!”

“Goblins are a million strong,” Kless said. “You can’t expect to really help repopulate in just a week.”

Nerras snickered and looked up from his sword. “They’re going to work you to death.”

“I just—” I began, trying to put my thoughts into words. “It’s not that I don’t want to, I just thought it was time to focus on the four of us. I mean, I’m going to marry you.”

“It’s okay,” Thilli said. “I understand what you’re trying to say, Andrew, and I appreciate that. You aren’t being disloyal, not even in the slightest. In fact, I would call this quite the opposite. You’re showing your loyalty to not only us, but to the entire goblin people.” She suddenly smiled and gave me a peculiar look. “After all, it looks like you’re starting to become one of us.”

“Huh?” I asked. “What are you talking about?” Thilli had an odd sense of humor, so I figured this was just the beginning of a bad joke. Her eyes looked to be focused on the side of my head, and her smile deepened.

“What are you smiling at?” I said, feeling the side of my head. My hair was fine, although perhaps I could use a haircut. I hadn’t shaved in a few days, so my face was a bit rough. Even my ear felt—

“Oh, what the shit?” I blurted out.

I felt the other side, and it was the same. Right there, at the upper back corner of my ear, barely noticeable, was a point. Not a particularly sharp point, and definitely not full-on elf ears, but I could tell my ears had changed shape slightly. They were a bit more goblin-like, now.

“Ulenor, you son of a bitch,” I muttered, though my voice held no heat. Thilli raised an eyebrow at me so I continued. “When I first arrived in your world I drank a potion he had prepared. It was the magical essence of a hundred goblins, or something of that nature. It’s the reason I have the abilities with magic that I do. I guess it changed me in a few other ways, too.” I looked down at my skin. It was still just as Irish as ever, no green tinge detected.

“Small price to pay, I guess,” I said, then looked up at Thilli and grinned. “Does this make me a bit less repulsive?”

“Don’t worry, my pale giant,” Thilli said. “You’re still every bit as repulsive as you were before. Hey, what are you doing? Put me down this instant!”

Thilli shrieked as she floated into the air. I pulled her towards me, then reached out and grabbed onto her risk. Reversing the gravity again, I quickly pulled her across my lap, then spanked her twice. She howled with outrage and twisted in my arms, and I fought to keep her from strangling me. The rickety stool wasn’t enough to hold us both, and we toppled backwards, where she lay atop me.

Everyone laughed, me loudest of all. Thilli finally relented and joined in, then laid her head on my chest for a moment. Her fingertips played with my hair and she stretched up and planted a kiss on my jawline.

“Uh oh, I think they’re going to try repopulating right here and now,” Kless whispered, loudly enough for everyone to hear.

Thilli blushed furiously and pushed herself off me. She stuck her tongue out at Kless, then laughed and sat back on her stool.

I picked myself up, straightened my stool, then sat down. After taking a look at my companions—Nerras, smiling while sharpening his sword, Ozee and Kless in love and cracking jokes, Thilli joining in the laughter while occasionally stealing glances in my direction—I felt an overwhelming sense of happiness, of belonging. Something I hadn’t gotten back home. Back home, I was just another gear in the machine, and not a particularly important one.

Here, I was important. I was a hero. Beyond that, I was a lover and a friend. People enjoyed being around me, and my daily actions mattered. It really changed my outlook on things; sure I missed my car and the occasional video game, but what was that compared to a life of meaning? A life filled with beautiful women that loved me, in a city that respected me.

“Deep thoughts?” Thilli asked, watching me closely.

I realized I had been frowning and relaxed my face. “Yeah. It’s hard not to have them with all that’s going on. I just need to keep myself busy until the job is done.”

“The king has some ideas on how to keep you busy,” Thilli said, her lips twitching into a smile.

I hesitated, feeling a bit like a fool. It was such a strange situation I found myself in, something that wouldn’t even be possible in anything but the wildest of teenage fantasies. And yet, here I was.

“I just….” I began, searching for the right words to describe my feelings. “I’m both grateful and honored to be the one to help repopulate. But, if I can be honest, while it would be a blast to head back to York and continue that line of work, I’m concerned about what it might do to our relationship.” I looked up at Thilli while speaking. “I really like you, Thilli, and Cirro and Lossia as well. I don’t want anything to jeopardize that.”

“I appreciate that. I do, really,” Thilli replied, giving me a smile. “And in normal times I would agree. Right now we face an existential threat, though. We are fighting for the very survival of our species. You got a great head start, but…. Look, I spoke with the others.”

“Uh oh,” I said.

“No, it’s fine,” she continued. “We all agree that you gave a valiant effort.”

“Can confirm,” Ozee said. Kless, still seated on her lap, laughed.

Thilli took a deep breath. “We also all agree that you need to go back. We’re enjoying our time with you, but we have to prioritize. When the future of our people is at stake, there are certain things that must be done.”

“I think you’re the only man in the world that would hesitate in a situation like this,” Nerras said.

We all laughed at that, and me perhaps the hardest. He was right. The goblin people not only wanted me, they needed me. Their survival depended on it. I was concerned with how things would affect my relationship with my wives, with how my image would be—I didn’t want people to see me as some self-centered douchebag just trying to grow his lineage. Once again I had to remind myself that things were different. This was for the very survival of their species.

And let’s be honest here; it was going to be awesome.

“Okay, I’ll talk to King Freg later today,” I said. “But I need to focus on my ultimate goal of killing Vogrim.”
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After another couple hours of talking and planning, we finally bade farewell to Nerras, Ozee, and Kless. I wanted to make sure I had sufficient time to talk to the mayor and Ulenor before it got too late. The sun was high overhead by the time we exited the forest and approached the walled city.

A few wisps of smoke rose lazily from chimneys, most likely from ovens. It was still too warm for fireplaces, at least during the day.

“Nerras was right about one thing,” Thilli said. “I think you might be the only man in the world that wouldn’t leap at the opportunity to sleep with another hundred women. Or more. Are you really that concerned about how it would affect our relationship?” She looked up at me, affection in her violet eyes.

I sighed. “Yes,” I told her. “I really care for you, and I want to do things right. Of course I want to continue uh, helping our people repopulate.” That was one way to phrase it. “But not at the expense of our relationship.”

Thilli stopped in her tracks. I stopped and turned to face her.

“Are you trying to tell me that you would risk everything, just for us?” She stood there with her fists on her hips, but her voice was soft.

I shrugged. “I guess, yeah. It’s really important that I do this right.”

She slowly approached me, a smile on her full lips. “Oh, Andrew,” she said quietly. “You really do care for me, don’t you?”

“Of course I do,” I said in reply.

“Love has a way of twisting men’s minds and making them say and do ridiculous things,” she said, then reached up and placed her arms around me and kissed me.

We stood there for a few minutes, kissing. I unashamedly let my hands go right to her full, round backside and I squeezed it for all I was worth. I felt Thilli’s lips curve into a smile against mine.

She kept her hand in mine and we continued towards the city. “I understand your concerns, Andrew,” she said after a long pause. “And I’m flattered. If we have to, we’ll join in and help you.”

My mind raced at the possibilities. Not only did my wives want me to impregnate a ton of women, but they might choose to join in? I offered another silent word of thanks to Zozella.

“I just want to make sure I heard you correctly,” I began.

“You did,” Thilli said. “While I’m perfectly happy with just you, Cirro likes women as much as she likes men, and Lossia isn’t far behind. I imagine they’d be eager to help. After all, how often do these situations rear up?”

“I guess I never thought that any of you would want to be a part of it,” I said.

“I don’t think we did, initially,” Thilli replied. “But after some thought…” She shrugged. “I think Cirro’s exact words were ‘why should Andrew have all the fun?’ Lossia felt much the same.”

I laughed and slipped my arm around her shoulders. “I don’t know what I did in my past life to deserve you, Thilli, but I’m grateful.”

“Remember that when it’s time to build me a house,” Thilli said, smiling up at me.

I laughed at her comment. I could tell by the nature of her jokes that she was slowly falling for me.

“You’re back,” one of the guards said from above the gatehouse as we approached the city.

“Your powers of observation serve you well,” I told him as I returned his salute.

He gave me an uncertain smile, then returned to his duties. Thilli and I walked through the wide open gates, and I marveled at how quickly the goblins had rebuilt them. When I commented on it, she nodded and explained.

“We know how to build things, Andrew. Especially when we use magic to help.”

“Think you can build me a house?” I asked her.

She scoffed at me and punched me in the shoulder. “What kind of man doesn’t build a house for his wife?”

“I’m pretty good at pitching tents,” I said, laughing at the look on her face. “I might be able to build us a lean-to. Nah, don’t worry, honey. I’ll talk to the mayor today about it.”

“I want a large kitchen, with two ovens and tall windows to let in light,” she said, slipping her arm through mine.

I made a mental note to incorporate the color red into the kitchen somehow. That was Thilli’s favorite color. I still needed to learn more about Lossia about Cirro to make sure I could incorporate their likes into the house design. Although if I was smart, I’d let them take care of the design.

“You know I won’t always look like this,” Thilli said suddenly.

“Huh?” I asked. “Do you plan on cutting your hair or something?”

“My hair? Never,” Thilli said, sounding horrified. Black hair was a rarity among goblins and Thilli was proud of her dark locks. “I mean this,” she said, a wave of her hand taking in her face and body. “If you want to spend the rest of your life with me, you have to accept that I’ll eventually grow old. I won’t look this way forever.”

I avoided telling her that Trina, one of the hottest women I had ever seen, was pushing seventy.

“That’s why I’m trying to learn more about you,” I told her. “That ass of yours is amazing, but I’m marrying more than just the ass, don’t worry.” She gave me a strangled look and I winked at her.

“Are you always like this?” she asked, laughing under her breath.

“Only when I’m trying to win over a beautiful goblin woman,” I said.

“Or women, in your case,” Thilli added.

I pulled her in for a tight hug. The feeling of her body next to mine was intoxicating, and was always a reminder of all the wonderful things I had in this world.

“What’s this for?” she asked.

“I’m going to talk to Ulenor for a bit, then the mayor,” I said. “I’ll see you in a bit.”

She stretched up onto her toes and kissed me softly. “Okay, see you soon.” With that, she turned and walked away.

I watched her hips sway side to side like a love-struck teenager. After a dozen steps, she looked over her shoulder and caught me staring at her. My smile deepened as our eyes met. She blushed furiously, then hurried away.

Chuckling to myself, I continued walking through the small city. At the next intersection, one of the main ones in the city, something caught my eye.

A stone and bronze monument was being erected in the center of the square, surrounded by red flowers. Workers crawled all over the area like ants, hurrying to finish their duties. I had caught glimpses of this earlier, but never took the time to investigate.

“Excuse me,” I said to the nearest goblin worker after I approached. “What’s this for?”

He turned, looking slightly irritated, but his expression changed when he noticed it was me. “Ah, Andrew,” the stocky man said with a respectful bow of his head. “I hope all is well. This is a monument for all the goblins that have given their lives in our fight against Vogrim.”

Several men with small hammers and chisels were busy carving names into the lower part of the monolithic spire. They had already completed more than a dozen of them, perhaps as many as two dozen. That was a lot more than had died in the Battle of Gillamoor. Our losses that day had been thankfully slim.

“That’s a lot of names,” I said, voicing my thoughts aloud. “Why so many?”

The worker straightened up and knuckled the small of his back with a wince. “A hundred people gave their lives before you got here, Andrew. It was to give you the gift of magic. They did this with the wizard Ulenor.”

I frowned, feeling a twinge of guilt. Ulenor had briefly explained to me how a hundred goblins died to create the potion that gave me access to magic. I hadn’t realized that was common knowledge. “I’m sorry for all the losses.” I didn’t know what else to say.

The worker shook his head. “Don’t be sorry. They volunteered their lives, knowing that their sacrifice meant our people would be saved. They did it so their children could have a future.”

I suddenly felt myself choke up at the selflessness of the goblin people. I placed my hand on the man’s burly shoulder and thanked him. “I promise you I will do their memory proud,” I told him quietly.

“We know you will,” he replied. “Everyone believes in you.”

A few of the other workers noticed me standing there and briefly paused their work. Some gave words of thanks for my actions at the Battle of Gillamoor, and some just gave me appreciative nods.

I managed to fumble out a few words, thanking them for their gestures and assuring them I would defeat Vogrim, then hurried away. Getting accustomed to being treated as a hero was going to take more time than I thought.

Back in my world people thanked me for my service all the time, but this was different. If not for me, the minotaurs would have torn through the gates of Gillamoor and killed everyone inside. The city still stood solely because of me.

And yet, behind me stood a monument covered with the names of goblins that died so that I could have a chance at fighting Vogrim. The burden was a weight on my shoulders, and the more I dwelled on it, the more I feared it might crush me.

I shook my head and began running through the Ranger Creed in my head. They were words I lived by for several years, and were still a reminder that no matter how hard things got, I could still prevail. The army loved their creeds, and sometimes they felt a bit excessive or even silly, but now I found myself in a situation where the words were a reminder of all the things I had done, and what I was capable of.

“Never shall I fail my comrades,” I said, continuing the creed. I repeated the words in my head as I walked along the flower-lined streets, all the way to Ulenor’s house.

“Rangers lead the way,” I said aloud, finishing the creed for the third time. I let the words clear my mind of any hesitations or concerns. I needed to focus.

But first, I had a wizard to talk to.
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Iraised my hand and knocked firmly on Ulenor’s door. My ex-girlfriend had always told me I knocked like a cop. I just wanted to make sure he heard me.

“Yes, yes, hold on,” came Ulenor’s muffled voice from behind the door. He sounded irritated.

I considered knocking again just to be annoying, but ultimately decided against it. I was in the mood to ruffle Ulenor’s feathers a bit, but I didn’t want to be a dick. After all, I owed a lot of my current happiness to the wizard.

The door opened and Ulenor stood there, grumbling and squinting at the sunlight. His expression brightened when he saw me and he brushed his fingers through his gray-streaked beard.

“Andrew, good to see you. What brings you here?”

“I just wanted to ask you about something,” I replied.

“Please, come in,” Ulenor said, stepping back.

I walked into his house and went straight to the living room, although I think he called it something different. I plopped myself down on a rather comfortable chair and waited on him to hobble into the room. His limp looked more pronounced than usual.

“How are your joints doing?” I asked.

“Eh, they’re coping,” he grumbled. After seating himself in a chair across from me, he cleared his throat and continued. “In the interest of improving my health, I decided to start each day with a brisk walk around town. Well, today is the second day I’ve done that, so I’m still quite sore. My body should adjust in time.”

“Exercise is one of the best ways to keep arthritis from getting any worse,” I said. “That much I know. It’s important to stay active at your age.”

“Yes, yes, I know,” Ulenor said. “I’ve learned that the hard way after spending the last few decades in my study.” He rubbed his hands across his spindly arms. “I need to keep moving. This trip to fight the sorcerer Odewyn will be good for me.”

“Are you sure about that? I mean, things will probably get pretty hairy down there.” I didn’t want the old guy to keel over from a heart attack during the first fight.

Ulenor waved my comment away. “No, no, I’ll be fine. I may not be the strongest goblin, but I’m hard to kill. I’ll be just fine, Andrew, although I appreciate your concern.” He straightened in his chair. “So, I imagine you didn’t come all this way to inquire about my health.”

I grinned. “Actually, I came all this way to inquire about my health.” I reached up with a finger and tapped my ear, which had a slight but very noticeable point to it. “I think that potion you gave me had some side effects, although at least I haven’t turned green.”

Ulenor frowned at my words. “There’s nothing wrong with being green, Andrew. In fact, considering that you’ll be fighting battles in the forest soon, a bit of green coloring would benefit you.” He leaned forward and squinted as he examined my ears. “Yes, yes, I see. That there were side effects doesn’t surprise me, although I had no real idea what would happen.”

“Hold on, you had me drink that potion knowing there would be side effects?” It was hard to be angry at the elderly wizard, but I was a bit irritated.

Ulenor waved his hands again. “Nothing like that, Andrew. I was not expecting this potion to change your ears or alter the color of your skin. If you want the truth, the only side effect I expected was an increased lifespan.”

I paused. Increased lifespan? “So how long do you expect me to live?” Goblins lived quite a long time, that much I knew; Ulenor had once told me goblins often lived to be a hundred fifty years old.

Ulenor shrugged. “Hard to say. You’re a magical creature now, so things are different. I would assume you’d make it to a hundred, at least.”

Magical creature? “Hold on,” I said. “Magic affects lifespan? How does that work?”

“I don’t think anyone really knows how it works,” Ulenor explained. “But we all know that being able to use magic lengthens your life. The stronger you are with magic, the longer you’ll live.”

“That explains why Vogrim is so old,” I said, finally understanding. “You said he’s the strongest minotaur to ever live. He must be strong to be a thousand years old.”

“Yes, well….” Ulenor grumbled and combed his fingers through his beard. “There is something else at play with Vogrim. Even his strength in magic can’t account for his thousand-year lifespan. I fear he has aligned himself with nefarious forces in an attempt to attain immortality.”

“Nefarious forces?” That sounded like something I would read in a comic book. Maybe with a phrase like “dastardly fiend.”

“A demon,” Ulenor said flatly. “Or something similar. A being powerful enough to grant him a longer life, but weak enough that it would benefit from the partnership with Vogrim.”

I felt myself shiver. This whole thing seemed to get worse every day.

“So let me understand this,” I said, holding up one finger. “He’s one of the most powerful sorcerers to ever live.” I held up a second finger. “He has built an army of monsters and wants to conquer the world.” A third finger. “He’s a thousand years old, probably because he made a deal with the proverbial devil.” And a fourth finger. “Oh, and he’s ten feet tall, can’t forget that. Ulenor, do you really think we can do this? I mean, I fear no man, but this is enough to make me pause.”

Ulenor nodded without hesitation. “Everyone has a weakness, Andrew. Remember, we already know Vogrim’s weakness, and we’re setting out to get them as soon as we can. The sword and shield.”

“Sometimes it’s hard to believe that a simple sword and shield can be the end of someone so powerful,” I said. “I mean sure, a sword through the heart will kill anyone, but with someone like Vogrim it can be hard to see any weaknesses.”

“That’s because he doesn’t really have any weaknesses,” Ulenor said, then barked a laugh. “Well, I know I just said the sword and shield were his weakness, but I mean he himself doesn’t have any. At least, not that I know of, and I’ve been studying him for a long time.”

I forced a smile to hide the tension I felt. “One step at a time. We’ll get this amulet, get the sword and shield, and then go kill Vogrim. Somewhere in there I’ll find the time to start building a house.”

“Ah, have you decided where you’re going to live?” Ulenor leaned forward in his chair.

I nodded. “Yeah, here. Gillamoor. It’s a nice place, and the mayor said he would give me a plot of land in a nice part of the city.”

“Whereabouts?” Ulenor asked.

I tried to picture the layout of the city in my head, and where Mayor Beezle had told me the land was. “Uh, in the northwest part of the city. I still need to iron the details out with him, which I plan on doing as soon as we’re done. Temple something.”

“Temple gardens? Oh, that is a lovely area indeed,” Ulenor said, smiling. “That’s where the wealthier citizens live. I imagine you’ll be happy there, and so will your wives.”

I took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay, so I’m stressing about nothing with this, then?” I asked, pointing at my ear.

Ulenor smiled. “I can assure you that you’re totally fine, Andrew. Unless for some reason you don’t want to live an extra fifty years.”

“I’ll take it,” I replied, pushing myself off the chair. “I guess when I realized my ears had changed a bit I freaked out. Thanks for assuring me everything's okay.” I reached down and shook the small man’s hand.

“Yes, yes, stop by any time, Andrew,” Ulenor said. “You’re always welcome here.” He grunted and pushed himself to his feet with an arthritic pop, then hobbled over to his study. His limp was visibly worse, which concerned me.

I walked out of the wizard’s house and continued down the street. As usual, I was greeted with smiles everywhere I went. The men smiled appreciatively. As for the women…. I smiled back at them innocently and tried my best to pretend I didn’t see the seduction in their eyes. They were all beautiful enough to have plenty of fun with, but I just didn’t have the time today.

Five minutes of walking brought me to the mayor’s house. I knocked and after a few moments he opened the door.

“Andrew!” A smile split the mayor’s green face in half. “Please, come in. What can I do for you today?”

He moved back into the entryway to allow me to pass and I walked into his house. Mayor Beezle gestured towards a large chair filled with pillows and I happily sat down.

“I wanted to talk to you about my house,” I began.

“Yes, of course!” he said, taking a seat in a chair next to mine. “Have you looked at the plot I offered you? Did you find it suitable?”

“It’s wonderful,” I told him. “More than I ever could have asked for, to be honest. But the issue I’m having is that I didn’t grow up building things like many goblin children did. I don’t know how to build a house. Hell, I don’t even fully understand what level of technology you guys are at. I’m going to need a lot of help.”

He nodded and stroked his chin as I spoke. “I see why you’re concerned,” he said after a moment. “It is customary for a man to build a house and offer it to his wife, that much I know you are aware of. You’re in a special situation, however; not only are you unfamiliar with our building methods, but you’re going to be spending much of your time away from here, saving our species. And, of course, you’ll be marrying three of the most important women in all of Brovania.” He took a deep breath, almost a sigh. “You need a nice house.”

“I’m aware,” I said with a chuckle. “Can I have someone build it for me, or at least show me how to do it?”

“Of course,” he replied with a wave of his hand. “Men often have their friends help with the home construction. No one builds it completely by himself.” He laughed as if the very notion was silly.

“Do you have an architect, or someone I can talk to about the design of the house? Someone to help draw up plans for it?”

“Yes, of course we do,” Mayor Beezle replied. “Shaug has been designing houses for nearly a century. He charges a pretty penny, but I believe I can convince him to help you for free. I just need to remind him that he’s still alive because of you.” The mayor grinned.

“So, now I just need to make some friends so I can have some people to help me build this thing,” I said with a chuckle. “Perhaps I can take a five minute break from impregnating everyone to just meet some people.” I meant the comment as a joke, but Mayor Beezle brightened suddenly as if reminded of something.

“Oh, I had something I needed to talk with you about,” Mayor Beezle said, leaning on the arm of his chair towards me. “King Freg has been speaking with me through the talking glass. He understands that you’re busy, but he wasn’t too happy when you refused to go back to York. He needs you there, Andrew. We need you, Andrew. Your work isn’t done yet.”

I nodded slowly. “Yeah, Thilli was telling me about this earlier. I suppose my work isn’t done. Considering the size of your population, that makes sense. I don’t want to go all the way back to York, though. Killing Vogrim is going to take much of my time and I can’t afford to lose three weeks. We’ll have to do it here, in Gillamoor.” It should have been strange, negotiating the location of future orgies, but hey. I was in a fantasy world with weird creatures and magic. This was probably the least strange thing I had dealt with since I arrived in this world.

The mayor nodded. “I’ll let King Freg know right away. He’ll gather up the most beautiful women in York and send them…” He trailed off as I began shaking my head.

“That’ll take forever,” I said. “There are plenty of beautiful women here in Gillamoor.” That was an understatement. “We can make do here. I can probably spare another week, but then I need to go find Odewyn and kill him.”

The mayor’s smile slipped a fraction when I mentioned killing someone, even an evil necromancer like Odewyn. He recovered quickly enough.

“I’ll help set things up,” the mayor said. “Tomorrow, we’ll get started. Don’t worry yourself with finding women or anything of that nature; I and my assistants will take care of it all.”

“When can I talk with Shaug about the house design?” I asked.

The mayor pondered on this for a moment. “I’ll speak with him later today and emphasize the importance of timeliness in this situation. I’ll send word, but for now go ahead and assume that you’ll be able to talk with him tomorrow.”

I stood and offered the mayor my hand. “Thanks again, mayor. I wish the mayor back in my hometown was as good as you.”

He hopped up from his chair and took my hand, then pumped it up and down enthusiastically.

“Always glad to help, Andrew!”
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After leaving the mayor’s house, I decided to just wander for a few minutes with no real destination in mind. I spent pretty much all my time with Nerras, one of my future wives, or Ulenor, so it was nice to be alone with nothing but my thoughts for company.

Well, mostly alone. People still called out my name and cheered from time to time. At least that was fading quickly.

The cobblestone streets here fascinated me. Back in America, I had on several occasions driven on old cobblestone or brick streets in the historic areas of a few cities. It was a horrible experience, and I always found myself wondering if something on my car was going to rattle loose. Or maybe my teeth.

But the streets here were different. The stones had been fit together snugly and smoothly, with hardly a gap between. Each paving stone had three small holes in it to help with drainage. Most notably, the walking surface was as flat as fresh asphalt. Even after decades of use, not a single stone was out of place. I had visited Cleveland once. This was like the exact opposite.

The well-paved streets seemed to be a good analogy for the goblins and their way of life. They put their time and energy into things that really mattered, things that affected their society, and as such they had a wonderful way of life. Their cities were clean, the people were friendly, and their politicians were even honest, which was something I certainly wasn’t used to.

As I passed a small park, I noticed a group of children, probably around seven or eight years of age, following behind a conservatively dressed woman. She pointed out different plants and flowers and taught the children the names of each, and the children repeated them.

What would my children look like? Being half human, I would assume their features would be halfway between mine and my wives’. Light green skin made the most sense, but what about hair? My hair was brown and Thilli’s was black, so that one was easy. What about Cirro? She had green hair. Would our child have some sort of olive green hair? Hell, Lossia’s hair was purple. How would that work?

One of the children, a girl with pink hair, turned and saw me. She gasped and pointed in my direction.

“It’s Andrew!” she exclaimed.

The children and their teacher immediately turned and noticed me. The kids all shouted my name and ran towards me. Their teacher called for them to stay put, but they ignored her.

In a matter of seconds, I was surrounded by waist-high goblin children. They nearly tackled me in a giant group hug as they all rushed to tell me what they knew about me.

“My daddy says you saved the whole city!”

“My uncle told me you’re a hero.”

“Mommy said she wants to come visit you.”

“Children, children,” the teacher said as she approached. She was a beautiful woman, probably in her mid-twenties, with her navy blue hair in a thick braid down her back. A pair of wire-rimmed glasses sat on her nose, and when coupled with her snowy white shirt and dark skirt, made her the perfect image of the sexy librarian. Or teacher, in this case.

“I’m sorry, Andrew,” she said, trying her best to herd the children while they continued to sing my praises. “Children, let’s leave mister Andrew alone and go back to our studies.”

“It’s okay,” I said, reaching down and grabbing a boy with messy yellow hair. I picked him up and held him on my hip for a moment. “Thanks for all your nice words, little guy,” I said.

“Are you, um, did you, uh, my dad said that you fought a minotaur,” the boy said, his words coming out in a rush.

I exchanged glances with the teacher. She nodded slightly, so I continued.

“Actually, I fought a dozen minotaurs,” I told the boy. “And a dozen orcs and around thirty lizardfolk. It was scary, but we’re all safe now.” I didn’t really know how to talk to kids, but I figured it was a good time to learn.

“Wow!” he replied, his eyes wide. “Aren’t minotaurs like…this tall?” He stretched his hands high over his head.

“Oh, they’re even taller than that,” I replied. I hefted him in the air and held him as high as I could. “Even taller than that!”

“Wow!” the children all exclaimed.

“Why is your skin that color?” a little girl around seven years old asked. “Why are you not green, like us? What color is that, even?”

I set the little boy down and looked at my hand. What was the name of that color? “Uh, warm ivory, I think? Maybe taupe?”

She looked at me and blinked her large brown eyes in confusion. Her hair was dark green, and it dawned on me suddenly that my child with Cirro might look a bit like her. I felt a twinge in my heart, like a momentary stab of pure love at the thought of our future child.

“Come on, kids,” the teacher said, doing her best to round them up. “Let’s get back to learning about plants.” She looked up at me and smiled. “Sorry again.”

“No, it’s really okay,” I said. “I mean, I’m about to have a ton of children, so I had better get used to them, right? Let’s go, kids. Back to the flowers.” I began walking back towards the park, dragging the crowd of children with me. The teacher followed.

“I’m Anna, by the way,” she said. Her smile was a genuine smile, not the rather seductive one I was used to getting from strangers. It was a refreshing break.

“Good to meet you, Anna,” I said, holding the hand of a small girl with pink hair that was doing her best to drag me back to the park while rambling on about her favorite flowers.

“How many do you think you’ll have?” Anna asked.

I barked a laugh. “Well, to be honest, I thought I was done a few days ago. I wanted to focus on my wives. Uh, the Mothers of a New Age. I’m marrying them. All three.”

She whistled appreciatively. “But?”

I nodded. “But, it looks like my work isn’t done. The king is pushing for me to continue, so continue I shall. Yes, that’s a beautiful flower indeed! What’s it called?” The little girl went through a cycle of names, trying to decide on which one was correct.

“She should know that one,” Anna said, looking at the little girl. She raised her gaze back to me and smiled again. “Well, when you decide to, ah, get back to work, don’t forget about me.” She winked to emphasize her point.

Hard to say no to that. “I imagine you’ll hear about it in a day or so,” I said, feeling slightly resigned. It was awesome, don’t get me wrong. I think I was just a bit afraid I would get tired of it, or it would affect my relationship with my wives somehow.

Anna reached out and grabbed my hand, then gave it a squeeze. I suddenly realized I had spoken that last thought aloud.

“That’s very sweet of you,” she said. “It’s good you have a heart and see women as people, instead of just numbers. I imagine it gets tough in your situation.”

“It does, but hey, it’s a good problem to have, in the end.” I forced a laugh. “Okay, talking about this is difficult enough with kids around. I need to get going. It was great to meet you, Anna.” I gave her my best smile, which she returned.

“Say goodbye to Andrew, children,” Anna said.

“Goodbye!” They all shouted as one. Two boys held out the last syllable as long as they could and it suddenly became a competition of who could say it longer. I laughed and turned away.

My walk carried me north and west, further through the city. The street wound around a small stream that had been preserved and made its way through the western portion of the city. I was amazed at how clean the water was; no one dumped their trash or their waste in it, as was common back in my world hundreds of years earlier.

A handful of massive trees towered above, providing shade to the houses in this area. It took me a moment to realize that my wandering had brought me to the part of the city in which I was going to build my own house. Another five minutes of walking brought me to the exact plot of land the mayor had promised me.

I stood there for a moment, staring at the land. It wasn’t a large chunk of property; probably less than a quarter of an acre in total. But within a walled city, that was huge. I tried to envision a house on the property, something simple yet beautiful, with a handful of bedrooms and a large fountain out front. Out of habit I imagined a garage off to the side. Perhaps I could have a stable built there instead.

“A horse garage,” I said to myself, and laughed. An elderly man walking by heard me laugh and smiled politely, then hurried away. That made me laugh even harder.

I decided I definitely wanted a fountain out front, especially if I could somehow use magic to keep water pumping into it. With that in mind, I turned and left.

I walked more quickly through the city this time, heading back to my room in Zozella’s temple. Being in this city always put me in a good mood, and I smiled at everyone as I strolled down the smoothly paved streets.

I took the steps at the front of the temple two at a time and made my way down the center aisle to the statue of Zozella. After kneeling before her, I made my best attempt at a prayer.

“I’m still not good at this whole praying thing,” I began.

“You remind me every time.” Her words rang out inside my mind.

“Sorry,” I said. “I just wanted to thank you for everything, and let you know that I’ll be working on repopulating again. Starting tomorrow, apparently. After that I’ll be heading south to acquire a powerful artifact that will help me survive the swamps to the south, within which I will get Eldrick’s shield.”

“You’re making great progress, Andrew,” Zozella said. “I’m very proud of you. Keep protecting my people, and take good care of my girls.” I assumed she meant my wives.

“Yes ma’am,” I said. I still hadn’t worked out exactly what title to use for her, so ma’am would have to work.

After that I pushed myself to my feet and walked towards my room. It had only been a few hours since I’d seen Cirro and Lossia, but I found myself missing them. Thilli too, and I had only been away from her for an hour at most.

A quick nap sounded nice, so I decided that’s what I was going to do. I was going to cuddle with my wives and rest for about twenty minutes. I pushed the door to my room open, a smile on my face.

“Took you long enough,” said Trina.
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Asnug fitting, low cut dress covered Trina like a second skin, and it had clearly been designed to entice. It was hard to focus on her beautiful, bright green eyes when her massive breasts were practically spilling out of her dress. The cloth clung to her midsection, slightly soft but not quite chubby, and to her hips that were round enough to make my mouth water.

Trina tucked a strand of gray-streaked brown hair behind her ear and smiled at me. With her other hand she grabbed the shoulder strap of her dress and tugged gently, bouncing her breasts and giggling.

“Good to see you, Andrew,” she said. Her smile made her intentions obvious.

Before I could even open my mouth to ask what was going on, Cirro appeared and slipped her arm around Trina’s shoulders. All she wore was a silk robe, and the material was so thin it was translucent.

“Your work isn’t done, Andrew,” Cirro explained. “But look! We have a little surprise to get you back in the right mindset.” She reached out with a slim hand and caressed Trina’s right breast. Her nipple almost immediately hardened, clearly visible through her dress.

Trina looked down at Cirro’s hand firmly squeezing her breast and smiled. “Having fun?” she asked.

Cirro replied with a mischievous grin. “Not as much as you’re about to have.” With that, she gently placed a hand along the side of Trina’s face and pulled her into a deep kiss. Considering Trina’s complete lack of surprise, I assumed she expected it.

Lossia appeared on the other side of Trina and gently stroked her fingertips down the side of Trina’s voluptuous body. She looked up at me and smiled. “Ready, Andrew?” she asked as she hooked a finger beneath Trina’s shoulder strap.

Boy, was I ever.

I think I set a record for fastest erection at that moment. I was surprised I didn’t at least get dizzy, since my body was so concerned with pumping all of my blood into my crotch and not my brain. I went to unlace the front of my pants but a smiling Thilli suddenly appeared, kissing me while helping me out of my clothes. Once my pants and boots were off she helped pull my shirt off as well, and then proceeded to kneel in front of me. She took my erection into her warm mouth and began sucking like her life depended on it.

It was hard to focus on anything other than Thilli’s mouth, but the scene in front of me was rather distracting. Lossia had pulled one of Trina’s shoulder straps down, revealing her huge breast, and was slowly kissing her way down toward the nipple. To make matters worse, or perhaps I should say better, Lossia was fully nude. My brain struggled to process the sheer amount of sex appeal on display in front of me.

Trina moaned softly against Cirro’s lips, then turned to me and smiled. She looked down at Thilli’s head bobbing up and down and her smile deepened.

“Let’s take this to the bed,” she said, and slowly pulled away from the two women.

Cirro let her robe fall to the floor and turned after Trina and Lossia. Watching those three asses move towards my bed was almost enough to make me blow in Thilli’s mouth. I reached down and offered Thilli a hand, then pulled her to her feet.

“You’re welcome,” Thilli said with a wink, then stretched onto her toes and briefly kissed me.

Thilli took me by the hand and together we walked to the bed, right behind the other three ladies. When we got there, Thilli busied herself with shedding her clothes while I tried to decide where to start.

The three women on the bed briefly played a few rounds of rock paper scissors, although they called it rock paper swords. Lossia clapped her hands excitedly and fell back on the bed with a broad smile on her face. Cirro wasted no time in burying her face between Lossia’s thighs.

“Well, there’s a first time for everything,” Trina said, then turned to me. “I swear, since I met you…. You’ve been a rather fun influence on me, Andrew.” She laughed softly and threw a thick thigh over Lossia’s face, then lowered her nether regions right onto the younger woman’s mouth. Both Lossia and Trina were moaning in no time.

Thilli reached for my engorged member, but I pulled her in close for a deep kiss instead. Once I broke our kiss, I moved behind Cirro and positioned myself between her thighs. She was lying on her stomach and gently shaking her hips side to side. Her perky backside practically begged for me.

I moved between her legs, then spat on my fingertips and rubbed the saliva on the head of my shaft. After that I leaned forward and lined myself up with her wet opening and began working it inside. It had been a few days since I had made love to Cirro—Thilli had claimed most of my time lately. Pushing inside Cirro was like entering heaven for the first time.

Thilli slid in close and wrapped her arms around me. She kissed me deeply, aggressively, her tongue invading my mouth. I held her tightly with one arm, while my other hand squeezed Cirro’s tight bottom. I pumped myself in and out of Cirro with long, steady strokes, eliciting soft moans from her that were muffled by Lossia’s pussy.

Thilli released me and suddenly stood up in front of me, a thoughtful look on her flawless face. She tapped her bottom lip with a slender finger, then nodded and smiled. After straddling Cirro, she placed herself right in front of me.

“I don’t want to feel left out,” Thilli said with a giggle. Holding onto my shoulders, she raised her right leg and brought it up onto my shoulder, placing her pussy directly in front of my face.

Well, I certainly needed no encouragement. I brought my hands up and held onto Thilli’s firm bottom, then latched my lips onto her clitoris like a lamprey and started licking. I continued thrusting into Cirro—balancing the two acts took me a few moments, but I managed. Thilli’s stomach muscles immediately tensed and she moaned softly.

It was difficult focusing on two women at once, but I wanted to ensure I got Thilli off. She wouldn’t want one of the other women to go down on her, so that was my responsibility. I squeezed her bottom like a baker kneading dough and rubbed my tongue side-to-side across her clit for all I was worth, and her body tensed and shook as a result. She wasn’t into women, but being around them certainly seemed to elevate her level of stimulation.

Thilli’s fingers tangled in my hair almost painfully and her body suddenly tense. She sucked in her breath through her teeth and let out a loud moan, gyrating and pressing her nether regions firmly against my mouth as she reached orgasm. I held her tightly to me, licking at her love button relentlessly, and she quickly orgasmed a second time.

“Please, please,” she said breathlessly.

I chuckled and lowered her to the bed. She flopped onto her back, breathing hard.

“Sometimes I think my head is going to explode when you do that,” she said. “A girl can only take so much.”

“Speak for yourself,” Lossia said from beneath Trina.

With Thilli out of my hands, I went back to focusing on Cirro. I grabbed her firm bottom with both hands and thrust in and out of her sweet opening, relishing her wet tightness. I moved a hand up to her lower back to support myself and picked up the pace, not to a full-on pounding but long, fast strokes.

Trina was next to go. From her position atop Lossia’s face she began moaning, and her moans reached a crescendo. She reached up with both hands and squeezed her large breasts as she orgasmed, and I watched, mesmerized, as her voluptuous body shook with pleasure.

Only a moment later, Lossia suddenly took a deep breath and let out a loud moan. It built in volume and intensity as her hips bucked against Cirro’s face. Cirro raised up and slid two fingers inside Lossia, working them in and out of her with a devilish grin. Lossia gasped as Cirro rubbed her g-spot. Her moans were muffled by Trina’s body, but the two women eventually both rolled over and crashed onto the bed, breathing heavily.

I didn’t want to pull out of Cirro, but they had brought Trina to me for a reason, so I decided to move on. I bent down and kissed the back of Cirro’s neck and she twisted around and smiled. I gave her a few deep thrusts as we kissed softly, then pulled myself out of her and moved over to Trina.

Trina laid on her back, large breasts rising and falling as she caught her breath, supple thighs spread wide. I moved between her legs and pressed myself against her pale green slit and found it soaking wet, just as I expected. She noticed me kneeling there and smiled, then reached out for me with both hands. I smiled as well, and pushed myself in.

“Oh, I have missed this,” Trina said breathlessly as I began thrusting inside her.

My hand slid up her thick thigh, her soft stomach, and to her massive breast. I gave it a squeeze, grinning like a kid in a candy store, then bent down and kissed her. While our tongues pressed against each other, my hand slid down her side, around her hip, and grabbed onto her round bottom. I squeezed and gripped her ass, twisting her onto her side slightly, and thrust deeply inside her. Trina responded by moaning against my lips.

Small hands slid along my side, so I straightened up slightly. Lossia and Cirro appeared, one on each side. They caressed Trina’s body, finally arriving at her massive breasts, one woman on each. They licked and nibbled on her dark green nipples, bringing even more moans from the older woman.

“I know what you want,” Trina said, leaning up.

She clearly wanted to switch positions, so I pulled out of her and knelt back. Lossia was suddenly on me, her mouth kissing me, her arms wrapped around me. She straddled me, her body tight against me. The head of my cock pressed against her and she gasped and stopped. Her eyes focused on mine and she bit her full bottom lip. I didn’t think Lossia had been expecting our bodies to line up so perfectly. She still feared going all the way.

After a deep breath, she leaned forwards and went back to kissing me. Her tongue pressed into my mouth and she worked her hips back and forth, rubbing her wet slit along the length of my erection. I reached down with both hands and grabbed onto her plump bottom, squeezing it and moving her into position.

Her breath caught as the tip of my manhood entered her. She tightened her grip on me and moved her hips, working them back and forth. I pushed in a bit more and she suddenly stood up, lifting herself completely off of me.

“No,” she whispered. “Not right now. Not my first time.”

I still found it strange that this woman was so afraid of sex, yet had agreed to get pregnant to save her race. I made a point to ask her about it when we were done.

“I thought you were stealing him from me for a moment there,” Trina said with a chuckle as she shuffled over to Lossia. She grabbed her and pulled her close, and the two women pressed their lips together. Lossia’s hands immediately went to Trina’s full bottom and squeezed it, and Trina responded by reaching down and slapping Lossia on the ass.

“You are such a pretty one,” Trina said, giving Lossia one final kiss. She broke their embrace and turned to me. “Okay big boy, lay down.”

I needed no extra encouragement. I grabbed a pillow for my head and laid on my back, eager for the voluptuous woman. Trina crawled up my body, planting a kiss on my thigh, then on the very tip of my member. She looked up at me with her big green eyes and grinned, then continued up my body until she was straddling me. Reaching behind her, she grabbed onto my shaft and lined it up with her, then sank down on it.

I was in heaven. My hands went from her waist to her thick hips and I gripped them tightly. Cirro and Lossia were there in a heartbeat, their hands rubbing along Trina’s breasts, her stomach, her ass. Cirro busied herself with kissing and sucking on Trina’s right breast, while Lossia held onto Trina’s waist and helped her ride me harder and faster. I let my right hand trail off to Lossia’s body and gripped her thigh as I continued thrusting deep into Trina.

Waves rippled through Trina’s curves as I slammed my pelvis upward again and again. She closed her eyes and bit her lip, focusing on the pleasure she was receiving. Her hand went between her thighs, but Cirro stopped her and replaced it with her own. Cirro grinned at me, then turned back to Trina and kissed her while vigorously rubbing the woman’s clitoris.

With so much stimulation, Trina reached orgasm in no time. Her breath caught as her body tensed, then she let it out in a rush and gyrated on my crotch. Her moan was loud and strong, made even more so by Cirro’s fingers.

I was only a few seconds behind. I felt myself reach the point of no return, so I gripped Trina’s waist tightly and slammed myself into her like a jackhammer. After only a few seconds of that, I erupted like a volcano, filling her with my seed.

Trina collapsed against me, working her hips back and forth and kissing me deeply as I came. We stayed that way for a few moments, just kissing and holding each other tightly. Her large breasts pressed against my chest, and her fingers tangled in my sweaty hair. My wives were there as well, kissing my forehead, stroking Trina’s back.

Thilli positioned herself behind me and held my head in her lap, gently massaging my temples.

“Alright, you’ve had your turn with my man,” Cirro said, slapping her palm on Trina’s ass. The older woman yelped, then broke out into laughter.

“Thanks for giving me another run,” Trina said, kissing me one last time. She straightened up, still sitting on me. My softening cock was still buried inside her, and she wiggled her hips on my lap, winking at me. The look in her eyes suddenly turned mischievous and she glanced at Cirro, who smiled back.

“Now that you’re done, it’s my turn,” Cirro said, grabbing Trina and pulling her off of me. The two women rolled around on the bed, kissing deeply, Cirro’s fingers working between Trina’s thighs.

I watched them and laughed. Lossia curled up next to me and threw one thigh over me. I grabbed her leg and pulled her on top of me, so that her nether regions were right on top of my soft dick.

She smiled and worked herself along my length a few times, then laid against my chest. One of her hands went to my hair, where she bumped into Thilli. Instead, she held Thilli’s hand and sighed contentedly.

“So, what happened earlier?” I asked her. “I thought we were going to go all the way. Are you still not feeling up to it?”

“How do you do that with your tongue?” Trina asked, breathless.

Lossia sighed again. “I know it sounds silly, but I’m still afraid. I’ll do it to help save my people, and without hesitation. But now that I have a choice, and we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together, I want it to be special. Especially for our first time. As I’ve said before, though, I’m open to…other things.” She wiggled her hips on my lap again and I reached around and grabbed onto her round bottom with both hands and squeezed. She closed her eyes and a happy sigh escaped her lips.

I made a mental note to enter through the backdoor sometime soon, but first I had to focus on my duty. Once Trina and Cirro had orgasmed again, I told them all to get some sleep, even though it was a bit early for bed. I was going to need all the rest I could get.

Tomorrow, I started my work on repopulating again.
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Iwoke up with Lossia’s head on my chest and my arm around her. Thilli was on my other side, although she had moved her pillow partially on me to make it more comfortable. Trina woke up in Cirro’s arms, and the two almost immediately began another round of lovemaking.

As expected, I woke with raging morning wood. Both Thilli and Lossia grabbed onto it and sleepily stroked me. I hoped one of them would ride me, but unfortunately, they knew I had duties to perform as well, and Thilli was quite vocal that I was only allowed to cum inside other women for the next week.

I stretched my arms over my head and yawned, not really wanting to move. Lossia moved off of me and rubbed her eyes, but Thilli was bright-eyed and ready to go as soon as she woke.

Lossia flicked her hand and a washrag dipped into the tub, then flew across the room and into her hand. She rubbed her eyes with it, then sent it back to the tub.

“Wow,” I said. “I didn’t know you had that kind of control.”

She turned her head to regard me. “I probably have some of the best magical education in all of Brovania, on account of who I am,” she said.

She had a good point. She was a princess, after all. It only made sense that she would have grown up with the best of everything.

“Mornings like this deserve pancakes,” I said as I slid off the bed. I made my way across the room to the sink, where I brushed my teeth and washed my face. After patting my face dry with a soft towel, I turned to the women. Thilli and Lossia were slowly rising, and Cirro and Trina lay on the bed, catching their breath.

“I need to talk with the mayor today,” I told them. “Since I have a week until we leave, I need to plan and prepare. I also need to send word to Nerras that we’ll be leaving later than originally planned.” I tossed the towel on its holder and walked back to the bed. The women finally began moving off, Cirro running her fingers through her tousled hair, Lossia yawning.

“Need me to come with you?” Thilli asked, grabbing her clothes from the floor.

“Actually, can I ask you to do something else?” I said.

“You can ask,” Thilli said after a pause.

I chuckled. I was beginning to grow fond of her snarkiness. “There is a man named Shaug that designs houses. I don’t think I’ll have time, so can you visit him and select a house that you three would like? I figured that’ll get me one step closer to building it.”

She smiled. “Of course, Andrew.”

“I’m going as well,” Lossia said, yawning again. “As soon as I wake up.”

Everyone looked at Cirro, who shrugged. “I suppose I should go too. I don’t want you picking out an ugly house. Zozella help me if I wind up in a house without a hot tub large enough for me to stretch out in.”

“Well, then I suppose we’ll all meet up here this evening,” I said.

“We’ll be here this evening,” Lossia said. “But you’ll be here this afternoon. You have work to do, mister.” The corner of her mouth curved into a smile.

I made a mental note to stretch and stay hydrated. My eyes followed Lossia as she climbed off the bed. As she bent down to retrieve her clothing, she noticed me watching her. She turned so that her plump bottom was facing me, then bent over and picked up her clothes.

My mouth watered at the sight of her ass in front of me. She straightened slowly, her eyes on mine and a devilish grin on her face.

“Oh, will you two just do it already?” Cirro asked, glancing at both of us.

Lossia blushed to her hairline and busied herself with pulling her dress on. I laughed out loud and stepped into my breeches.

“Soon,” I said with a wink at Lossia.

After that, I left my room and briefly stopped by Zozella’s statue. I was doing my best to create the habit of thanking her daily—I mean, my life here was great, so that was the least I could do.

As I pushed myself to my feet, Prazzi approached. Her face beamed with a bright smile, one filled with love and genuine happiness. I had a feeling I knew why before she even spoke.

“Andrew,” she said, bobbing in the slightest curtsey. Her hands went to her stomach.

“I knew it!” I said out loud with a laugh of joy. “When did you realize?”

“I should have bled a week ago,” Prazzi said, smiling down at her stomach. Her eyes went up to mine. “I can’t thank you enough, Andrew. Thank you for saving us, and thank you for choosing me.” She stepped forwards and wrapped her arms around me. She held me tightly, warmth and affection pouring out of her heart and directly into mine

I hugged her in return and tried to just appreciate the moment. She sniffled faintly and I realized she was crying. All because I had gotten her pregnant. I squeezed her and kissed the top of her head, but otherwise stayed silent. I gave her as much time as she needed.

After a few moments, Prazzi released me and quickly wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting to get so emotional.” She looked up at me, her big eyes focused on mine, boring into my very soul. “Thank you again, Andrew. I can’t put it into words what this means, but…I will always love you, Andrew. We all will, for what you’ve done, but for this….” She trailed off and rubbed her stomach again. “I always wanted to be a mother, and when I was younger I used to cry at night, since I thought it would never happen. When Vogrim first began poisoning our rain, I gave up all hope.” She went onto her toes and kissed me softly. “Thank you.”

I watched her walk away in amazement. I knew they were appreciative of me, but this felt much more personal, much more intimate.

I left the temple, feeling light on my feet as I hopped down the broad stone stairs. Being appreciated was great motivation, that was for certain. It kept me smiling as I walked down the smooth cobblestone street.

As usual, people greeted me cheerily as I walked through the city. I didn’t think word had yet spread that I was back in the breeding business, but I still got plenty of warm smiles from passing women. Of course on second thought, most of them probably had never heard that I temporarily stopped. That had just been a personal decision because I didn’t want to affect my relationship.

After a few minutes of walking I found myself at the mayor’s house. I rapped my knuckles against the sturdy wooden door and waited patiently. He called out several times that he was coming, and finally opened the door, looking a bit frazzled.

“Andrew! What a pleasant surprise. What can I do for you this morning, my boy?” He quickly brushed a few stray strands of hair into place with his hands, then motioned for me to enter.

“Everything okay?” I asked as I walked in.

“Yes, everything will be fine,” he replied. I’ve just been spending a lot of time with Ulenor and Colonel Chuleel, trying to plan our defense for the next attack. In fact, the colonel is still here and was just on his way out.”

“Do you expect another attack?” I asked. I certainly expected one, I just didn’t know when or where.

Mayor Beezle nodded soberly. “We do, we just aren’t sure when it’ll happen,” he said, mirroring my thoughts.

Colonel Chuleel appeared, hard-eyed in his spotless uniform. Upon seeing me he bowed his head just slightly as if to an equal, then extended his hand. I shook it firmly. He still didn’t like me, but after the Battle of Gillamoor he respected me, especially when it came to fighting.

“When do you think Vogrim will attack again?” the colonel asked in a gruff voice.

I thought for a moment. This was something that stuck at the forefront of my mind, something I worried about daily.

“I’m not a hundred percent sure,” I said slowly, choosing my words carefully. I needed Chuleel as an ally, and I needed him to see I was knowledgeable about tactics and strategies, not just fighting with a sword. “We demonstrated that we can handle a dozen minotaurs and as many orcs, so the next attack will certainly be much larger. Minotaurs are too valuable to just throw away and they breed slowly, so I don’t think Vogrim will send another raid unless he knows he’ll be successful. I imagine it’ll be at least twice as large. Probably even larger than that. Something that can completely overwhelm the city with minimal losses.”

Mayor Beezle’s face went pale, but Colonel Chuleel just nodded soberly.

“That was the same conclusion we came to,” the colonel said. “Good to hear our thoughts confirmed by a third. Do you think we can withstand an attacking force that size?”

“With enough preparation, yes,” I said hesitantly. “But I mean major preparations. Anyone with any respectable ability in magic needs to be trained to use it as a weapon. Mount ballistas every thirty feet along the city wall and train soldiers on them. Dig a moat, fill it with spikes, and build a drawbridge. Your archers are good, but you’ll need three times as many, at a bare minimum. And you need larger bows with a heavier draw so you can punch through armor.”

Mayor Beezle sighed. “I knew this would change our way of life. I just hoped it wouldn’t come so soon.”

I put my hand on the mayor’s shoulder. “It doesn’t have to change things as drastically as you fear. Your people just have to be prepared to defend themselves. You’ll still have your love of music and flowers and good wine. No one can take that from you.”

He smiled at my comment. “Thanks, Andrew.” He turned to the colonel. “You’ll get your wish, for a short time. We have to ensure our survival. But once this is done, I’m putting the budget back where it belongs, with the money firmly in education and infrastructure.”

“Understood,” Colonel Chuleel said with a nod. “You’re making the right choice, mayor. Teaching our children becomes exponentially more difficult when they’re dead. I’ll talk with my officers and we’ll get started right away.” He turned to me with only a hint of a begrudging note in his voice. “I would welcome any input you have on this, Andrew.”

“I’ll be glad to help,” I told him. “After all, now these are my people as well.”

“Yeah,” Colonel Chuleel grunted. “I suppose it’ll just take me a bit to get used to that. Come see me tomorrow, Andrew, and we’ll figure out some defenses.” He extended his hand again and I accepted, shaking it firmly.

“I’ll see you then,” I said.

Colonel Chuleel nodded to Mayor Beezle and left the house, leaving the two of us alone.

I turned to the mayor right as he ran his fingers through his hair again.

“I struggle to sleep at night because of things like this,” the mayor said after a heavy sigh. “I understand that we have to focus on our defense, but it bothers me to see our way of life crumble.”

“It’s not, though,” I told him. “I know it feels like it, but your way of life will be protected. As soon as this is all done and I’ve killed Vogrim, things can go back to the way they were, at least mostly. I imagine you’ll always have a need to defend yourselves considering you’re sandwiched between orcs and elves, but things don’t have to change drastically.”

“I know,” Mayor Beezle said with another sigh. “Sometimes it’s just hard to see the future when the present feels so bleak. But it’s like the colonel said; we can’t teach our children if they’re all dead. Right now, we focus on our survival.”

“You’re at war,” I told him. “Things always change in times of war. But war doesn’t last forever. Besides, it doesn’t have to be all doom and gloom. Your city is already highly defensible. Dig a moat around the city and then fill it with aquatic flowers or something. I’m sure you guys can think of ways to keep things lively.”

“This will affect our children,” the mayor said, still sounding bleak. “Growing up during wartime can’t be good for their little minds.”

“It’s not, but they’ll adapt and adjust,” I replied. “Children are incredibly resilient. Just make sure the parents always reassure the children that they’re safe and that people are fighting the bad guys.”

Mayor Beezle shook his head and took a deep breath, then forced a smile. “You’re right, Andrew. I need to stay positive and focus on getting things done instead of moping about things that haven’t even happened yet. Or things that won’t happen, for that matter. People depend on me, after all.”

“That’s right,” I said. “Plan for the worst and hope for the best.”

The mayor barked a laugh. “Should I even ask what the worst would be?”

I frowned. “None of us would survive it. Maybe we should plan for the second worst outcome instead.”

That got a laugh out of him.


10



“So, what did you come over here for, my boy? Surely you didn’t just come over here to talk about depressing things with an old man.” The mayor took a few steps further into his house and sat on a nearby chair, motioning for me to do the same.

“I’m helping repopulate for a week, and then I need to leave,” I told him. “We’re heading south through the forest, near the border to the elven kingdom, and we’ll need food and supplies. I imagine Ulenor already has this taken care of, but I like being prepared. I want to ensure we have everything we need when we go.”

“Ulenor has spoken to me about this,” the mayor said, resting his chin upon his hand. “Transportation and food have been taken care of. What else do you need, specifically?”

“Nerras is living in the woods, right outside the city. He’s expecting us to leave in a few days, so I need someone to deliver a message to him and tell him it’ll be a week instead.”

The mayor nodded. “Sounds easy enough.”

“I still need a weapon for Thilli,” I said. “And some armor. We’ll be fighting in the woods and possibly in caves, so I want her safe.”

The mayor’s eyes went wide. “What? She’s a Mother of a New Age! She can’t take such risks with her life.”

I laughed. “Go ahead and tell her that and see how long it takes her to punch you. I don’t want to risk her either, but she insisted. Besides, she’s a tough woman, and she’ll be protected by Nerras, Ulenor, and me. She’ll be fine.”

“I never craved adventure when I was young,” Mayor Beezle said, almost to himself. “Never once. From the beginning, I wanted a safe, stable life. One filled with books.”

“Maybe you should have become a wizard,” I said, meaning it as a joke.

In reply, the small man held his hand palm-up. A small flame suddenly appeared above his palm, and then grew in size and brightness. It separated into three ropes of fire that braided themselves together, all in a matter of seconds.

“That’s amazing!” I exclaimed. “I had no idea you were so skilled with magic.”

The fire disappeared from Mayor Beezle’s hand just as quickly as it had appeared. “I’m not particularly strong, but I know what I’m doing,” he said with a proud smile.

“Well, shit,” I said. “I need you to teach me a few things. I’ll need all the help I can get out there.”

“You’re in good hands with Ulenor,” he said. “I think there are few people in the world that know more than Ulenor about magic.” He slapped his palms on his thighs and rubbed them, as if cold. “I’ll make sure you have adequate food and supplies prepared for the four of you. Plenty of travel food, and food for your horses as well. Don’t worry, Andrew, you’ll have everything you need.”

“Thank you, mayor,” I said. “I knew you’d take care of everything. I’m just the kind of guy that double checks everything. Oh, you remember my request about the wagon? Do you think that can happen?”

“Yes,” the mayor said, his voice heavy. “You are a strange man, Andrew. But I do understand your reasoning. It’s being made as we speak.”

“My wives are talking with Shaug,” I said, changing topics. “I told them to pick out a design they liked, or to have him create something they would be happy with.”

“That’s wonderful!” the mayor exclaimed. “I hope we can get started right away. I think everyone will be happy with you living in Gillamoor. I know I’ll certainly feel safer.”

I pushed myself up. “Well, as soon as I get back from our trip to the south we’ll start on it. I suppose….” I thought for a moment. “I guess the foundation and basement will be first, so we’ll be digging.” I gave a self deprecating laugh. “At least I know how to do that.”

“Don’t worry, Andrew. You’ll have all the help you need.” Mayor Beezle grunted and pushed himself to his feet. “Thank you for stopping by. You’re always welcome here.”

I shook his hand and thanked him again. These guys were giving me a free house so I wanted to make sure I was showing my gratitude regularly. Although I suppose saving their entire race was probably the best way to do that.

After I left the mayor’s house, I took a few minutes to walk through the city. I was getting better with the layout, and everything was more familiar by the day.

I turned left at the next intersection and made my way towards the city center. Carts, stalls, and shops surrounded a large park and sold all sorts of food and goods, filling the area with rich aromas. Several large trees filled the park itself, most with people sitting beneath them.

Fortunately, no one cheered when I entered the area. I think they were over that phase. Plenty of people smiled and thanked me, to which I replied as graciously as possible.

The only downside to coming here was that I still had no money. In my defense, I hadn’t yet done anything to earn any; sure I saved the city, but I hadn’t been on an hourly wage when I had done that. I made a mental note to talk to the mayor about my cash flow problem. Perhaps after killing Odewyn, I’d find something of value in his lair.

I didn’t really need money, though. When I approached a small fruit stall, the owner—an older woman, pretty, with solid gray hair—beamed a smile at me and pushed two purple apples into my hands. She told me a bit of free food was the least she could do to repay me. She also mentioned that cooking a full dinner for me and her lovely daughter would be a much preferred option. I gave her my best smile and quickly hurried on.

I tried not to feel like a mooch, getting all this free food, but it was hard. I liked to earn my keep; I enjoyed working hard and getting the reward of cash in hand afterwards. Or, as money had come to be, digits on my banking app on my phone. There was something refreshing about the physical currency the goblins used, even if coins became incredibly inconvenient after a certain amount.

“Honestly, I’d be honored if you’d eat my chicken,” a man said from behind the counter in a butcher shop. Slabs of meat hung behind him at the back of the room. I noticed the air felt surprisingly cool inside there compared to the warmth of the cloudless day, and that the man was wearing a thick coat. I commented on it and he smiled.

“An interesting thing, that. We had some of our builders—men that build with magic, that is—dig tunnels deep into the ground, where it’s always cool. Then, I used some of my profits to buy a windbox. That’s a small magical contraption that blows air in a single direction.”

“Like a fan,” I muttered. “Amazing. You guys have geothermal cooling. I never would have expected that. Do people use it in their houses as well?”

He scratched his head. “I don’t think so. As far as I know, I’m the first one to really do this. The butcher across the park wants to do the same thing, after seeing how well it’s worked for me.”

He wrapped a bird carcass in thick paper—it reminded me of rotisserie chicken from how it smelled—and handed it to me.

“You should get some wine to wash that down with,” he said with a wink, then leaned forwards. “Hey, I have a question. I hope this isn’t too awkward, but….” he trailed off as if unsure of where to begin.

Uh oh. I knew exactly what he was going to say, and I was dreading it.

“The wife and I have been married for four years, and we always dreamed of having a kid. Of course that can’t happen now, so I was hoping that, uh….” He trailed off again.

“Sure,” I said. Jesus, this guy was really asking me to bang his wife. “Just send her to the temple this evening, or tomorrow evening. I’ll, um, treat her very well.” Holy shit that was awkward.

But the man beamed a smile at me. “Thank you, Andrew. Thank you, really. I’ll let her know as soon as I get home today. You’re making dreams come true.”

I made a few appreciative gestures and started backing away. “I’m just glad I can help so many people,” I told him. He bowed his head to me and I returned the gesture, then walked over to one of the massive trees in the park.

I reminded myself that no goblin children had been born in the last five years. These people had basically resigned themselves to dying out before I came along. Of course they were grateful to have a child—even a child from another man. It was a sign that they were going to live. That everything was going to be okay.

I sat at the base of the tree, right where a few roots curved and formed a seat. I couldn’t imagine being in a situation where I would ask another man to impregnate my wife, but then again I had never been in such an existential crisis.

“Why hello there,” a woman’s voice said.

I looked up and saw a beautiful goblin woman standing over me. Her dark blue hair was in a thick braid that ran down her back, and she wore a pair of wire-framed glasses on her petite nose. She was dressed very modestly, in a white blouse and long skirt.

“Hi, Anna,” I said with a smile. “Fancy meeting you here. Where are the kids?”

“It’s their lunch hour,” she replied. “They all went home to eat with their families. Mind if I join you?”

“Of course,” I said, checking the ground next to me. I found myself wishing I had a blanket or something to lay down for her, but she plopped down right next to me on the tree roots without complaint. It suddenly dawned on me that the roots had been purposely guided to grow in such a shape that the entire base of the tree was covered with comfortable places to sit.

“So,” she began. “How’s daily life when you’re a hero in a strange world? Have you gotten tired of green people yet?”

I smiled. “I don’t think I’ll be tiring of you all any time soon. And overall, life is pretty good, thanks. I just need to learn how to build a house.”

She frowned prettily. “You mean you don’t already know? Did your father not teach you, or your grandfather?”

I barked a laugh. “The only thing my father taught me was that he was a bastard.” She gave me a confused look so I explained further. “He beat me, almost every day. Not a great way to raise a kid. So I guess to answer your question more directly, no. He didn’t teach me how to build a house, or anything else except a grudge.”

Anna looked horrified when I mentioned my father beating me, but her expression turned to one of confusion. “How do you build your houses back in your world?”

“There are people that specialize in that,” I explained. “You pay them money and they build your house. That’s all they do, is build houses and other buildings.”

“How strange,” she replied. “How can you take pride in a house you didn’t build yourself? Or at least helped build, with the assistance of your family and close friends?”

“Oh, we celebrate that we worked so much overtime that we barely saw our family for a year while saving up enough money for a downpayment.”

She paused for a moment. “I can’t tell if you’re being serious or if that was a joke.”

I laughed. “A little of each, I suppose. Yeah, I guess our system would be pretty strange to you. And don’t even get me started on property taxes and interest rates and homeowner’s associations.”

She leaned her head slightly to one side. “We pay taxes as well, Andrew. How else would we pay for our schools? And paying interest is probably something in every society that exists.”

“I haven’t seen any rich bankers walking around,” I said, meaning it as a joke.

“Why would our bankers be rich?” Anna asked. “Sure, they can make a good living, but beyond a certain point they donate their money to help society. In goblin society, the wealthiest among us often compete to see who can help more. It’s considered a great honor to be charitable. Most of our schools were built by our wealthiest citizens.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “That’s pretty different from my world. I suppose you don’t have any loan sharks then.” I meant the comment as just something off-hand, but she frowned again.

“What’s a loan shark?”

“Basically, a guy that gives out loans to people that can’t get them from banks and charges really high interest rates. Like twenty percent.”

Anna gasped loudly. “Twenty percent? Who would do such a thing?”

“Loan sharks,” I said with a shrug.

“I don’t know how they could sleep at night,” she continued. “Every loan in all of Brovania is at two percent. Enough for the bankers to earn an honest wage, but not so high that it punishes those that need the money. Why would people charge so much?”

I sighed. “Anna, it’s become pretty apparent to me that your world is more peaceful and compassionate than mine. We could probably talk all day about that.”

“But in the end that won’t help you build a house,” she said. “I have an idea, though.”

“Sure, go ahead.” She was a smart woman, a teacher, so I was looking forward to hearing what she had to say.

“Perhaps we can help each other,” she began, a hint of color entering her cheeks. “I have two younger brothers, both strong and healthy. I could talk to them and have them help you.” She looked at me suddenly, over the top rim of her glasses. A look of desire with a hint of nervousness, or perhaps shyness.

I should have seen it coming. Not that I minded; she was a beautiful woman, and smart. She had hinted at this when I saw her earlier.

“Sure,” I said. “Just stop by the temple this evening.”

“Thank you,” she replied, blushing. “I’m not usually this forward.”

“Ah, it’s okay,” I said, waving it away. “I’m used to it now.”

“Well, I suppose I’ll let you finish your lunch,” she said, leaning forward. She planted a soft kiss on my cheek, then stood up slowly. My eyes went to her thighs, mostly hidden in her skirt. She turned slowly giving me a view of her curves, then winked at me and hurried away.

“At this rate my house will be built in a week,” I laughed, then started eating my lunch.
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After lunch I finished my stroll around the city. I made a complete loop around the place, which was a bit further than I had intended on walking, but I didn’t mind. It was a beautiful way to spend an afternoon. I also found Colonel Chuleel’s house and committed its location to memory, since I was supposed to see him tomorrow.

I had also told myself that I was going to put some effort into my health. Goblins lived a long time, and I wanted to spend as many years as possible with my wives. Therefore, I had decided that daily walks needed to become a thing. Sure, all this repopulating was good for my ticker, but a half hour of cardio each morning would be even better. Perhaps I could invent a squat rack while I was at it.

When I got to the temple, I hurried up the stairs, taking them two at a time. The long walk after lunch left me feeling full of vitality. Years ago I had read somewhere that going for a walk after eating helped with digestion; well, after eating an entire chicken and two apples, I felt great, not bloated at all. Although, my hands could use a good washing.

As I walked down the center aisle of the temple, I noticed a plethora of women seated in the pews, much more than normal. At any given time there were usually a handful of people in here, coming to offer a prayer or give thanks, but there had to be twenty women in the room. And that didn’t include the temple staff.

Prazzi walked up to me, one hand rubbing her stomach in small circles. Did all women do that when they got pregnant?

“Hi, Andrew,” she said, stepping close. She tossed her hair over her shoulder and smiled at me. “I was going to ask you where you wanted to start, but I think your future wives have that taken care of.” She chuckled.

Upon hearing my name mentioned, many of the women turned and stood. Most wore thin robes that left little to the imagination. Those robes seemed to be a goblin thing. I certainly wasn’t complaining.

“Thank you, Prazzi,” I said, bending down and kissing the woman lightly on the cheek. “Just give me a few minutes,” I said to the women in the room.

I continued down the center aisle and knelt before the statue of Zozella. As usual, I offered a few words of thanks, and topped it off by asking Zozella for the strength and stamina I was going to need to complete this. When I stood, her statue was smiling down at me.

“I’ll always help you when you’re saving my people, Andrew,” her voice boomed inside my head.

Her stone hand lowered and she touched me on the forehead with a single cool fingertip. Warmth flowed through my body, like I had been dipped in a pool of hot water. My heart pounded a few times in my chest, then slowly settled down to a normal rate.

“Thanks,” I said to her. “I’m certainly grateful for this opportunity, but I think it’s a lot harder than anyone realizes. The help is appreciated.”

“We’ll call this your reward for the promise you made,” Zozella said. “Just make sure you follow through on it.” The hint of a threat was subtle, but not missed.

“Don’t worry,” I replied. “One week of this and I’m heading south with some companions. It’s the first major step in my journey to kill Vogrim.”

“You had better protect my daughter when you’re fighting those blasphemous monsters. Don’t let any of them touch her,” she said.

She was a goddess, so of course she knew more than she let on. I smiled and patted my muscular arm. “I will. Oh, and thanks for this. I’m not entirely sure how you did it, but I feel great, like I’m getting stronger daily.”

“Human hormones are easily manipulated,” she replied with a hint of a laugh. “One day if you’d like, I can tell you exactly what I did. For now, I think you should just enjoy the benefits. Besides, they’re waiting for you.”

I turned and looked at the women waiting for me. They were all eager for their turn with me. “Yeah, you’re right,” I said to Zozella. “Thanks again.” I had a sudden urge to high five her, of all things, but I managed to restrain myself. Instead, I bowed my head, turned, and walked to my room.

The moment I opened the door and stepped into the room I raised my hand to halt my future wives. All three of them opened their mouths to say something but I cut them off.

“Hold on. I need to wash up before we do anything,” I said as I walked straight to the sink. I splashed some water onto my face and brushed my teeth, then washed my hands. “Much better,” I said, turning back to the women.

“Are you ready now?” Cirro asked with a raised eyebrow. Her arms were crossed, her hips were cocked to the side, and she spoke in overly patient tones. “If you’d like, I could wash your hair for you.” She struggled not to laugh.

I walked up to the short woman and wrapped my arms tightly around her. I held her for a moment, breathing in her scent, and kissed the top of her head. I had been doing that a lot lately.

“How are you feeling?” I asked quietly.

“Fine,” she replied. “I’m only a couple weeks pregnant, Andrew, so I don’t feel any different. Just…happy. It’ll be a while before I start feeling anything.”

“Good point,” I said. “I’m just checking on you.” I squeezed her tightly, then looked over at Thilli. “You’re next, you know.”

“Oh, am I?” she replied with a wry twist to her mouth. “I believe I have enough forkleaf tea to last a few years, mister. I plan on enjoying this for a while longer.”

Lossia walked up to us and enfolded me and Cirro in a group hug. She kissed Cirro’s cheek and smiled up at me.

“Are you ready?” she asked Cirro.

“Yeah. I think he’ll enjoy it,” Cirro said. Her voice was filled with sass, so I wasn’t entirely sure what to expect. “You,” she said, pointing at me. “Turn around and face that way while taking your clothes off. And no peeking.”

I laughed, but turned around and faced the far wall. I unlaced my shirt, trying to listen to what they were doing. The door opened and closed, then Cirro’s muffled voice came through it. A moment later the door opened again and I heard what sounded like people walking in. Several women giggled.

I began unlacing my breeches right as Cirro whispered something behind me. I couldn’t make the words out, but once again I heard several women giggle in reply. Lossia said something as well, but too quietly for me to hear. What were they doing back there?

I pushed my breeches down and stepped out of them, then neatly folded them and set them on the floor next to my boots and shirt. After that I stood there, naked, wondering what the hell was going on. They clearly had some kind of surprise planned for me.

“Okay,” Thilli said, stepping up next to me. “We’re going to walk you over there now.”

“Close your eyes,” Lossia said, appearing on my other side.

I closed them.

They took my hands in theirs and turned me around. Slowly, we moved across the room, then they turned me ninety degrees to my left.

“Okay,” Lossia said. “I hope you’re ready.”

In front of me, I heard the unmistakable sound of a hand slapping an ass, followed by a moan.

“That woman is insatiable, I swear,” Thilli said.

“Yes she is,” replied Lossia, although she sounded breathless and excited.

“Go ahead and open your eyes,” Thilli said.

I opened my eyes.

My massive bed stood three feet in front of me, and bending over the side of it were a half dozen nude women. Some leaned on their hands, some on their elbows, but all of them had their heart-shaped asses sticking out, ready for me. All of them were voluptuous and beautiful, as I had come to expect of the goblin women, and interestingly enough each of them had blue hair. They were different shades, but all blue. So this was a color-themed thing?

Most notably, Cirro knelt behind the woman on the far right, her hands squeezing the woman’s bottom, her face buried in the woman’s nether regions. I watched as Cirro ran her tongue along the full length of the woman’s labia, then turned to me and winked.

“I’m just getting her warmed up for you,” Cirro said. “Isn’t that right?” she asked the woman, then slapped her hand on the woman’s ass again and went back to licking her.

“Yes!” the woman shouted in reply.

I needed no extra encouragement, but Thilli was suddenly on her knees in front of me. She took me into her mouth as I quickly rose to the occasion. Lossia pulled my face down for a deep kiss and her hands roamed all over my body. Mine did the same, and I busied myself with squeezing her large breasts and plump bottom while Thilli worked her magic.

“Come on, big guy,” Cirro said as she stood up. She leaped onto the bed, straddling the woman’s waist, and grabbed onto her bottom with squeezing hands.

Lossia and Thilli released me, and I hurried to the woman. I plunged balls-deep into her wet opening in a single thrust, causing her to moan loudly. Cirro leaned forwards and began kissing me while Lossia and Thilli approached. Lossia caressed the woman’s backside while Thilli rubbed my back and encouraged me to go harder and faster. She kissed her way along my shoulder and my neck as I slammed my hips against the woman’s backside repeatedly.

Cirro reached down and grabbed onto the woman’s ass, spreading her thighs and helping me get deeper inside. She winked at me, then went back to watching.

The amount of stimulation I was experiencing sent me over the edge much more quickly than I expected, and I soon found myself blowing my load inside her. I threw my head back and moaned loudly, sounding almost like some kind of wild animal roaring, and squirted rope after sticky rope deep inside her sweet opening.

She moaned with me, just as Thilli moaned in my ear and Cirro pulled me in for a kiss.

“Give it to her good, baby,” she said, shoving her tongue in my mouth and kissing me.

My body somehow found even more semen to pump into this beautiful woman, but I eventually finished my orgasm. I could have collapsed at that point, but Zozella’s blessing kept me strong.

“Holy shit,” I said, breathing hard. I took a step back so I could catch my breath and Thilli immediately went to her knees in front of me. She took my cock in her mouth and squeezed it from base to tip, milking every last drop from me and swallowing.

Cirro giggled and hopped over to the next woman, straddling her hips and squeezing her bottom. Lossia moved forward, running her fingertips up the woman’s thighs. Cirro gently worked a finger into the woman, who moaned softly. Lossia ran her tongue up the back of the woman’s thigh, right to her clitoris. Her tongue moved in a circle, then went up the woman’s labia and pushed inside her, eliciting another moan.

The show they put on, combined with Zozella’s blessing and Thilli’s sucking, had a predictable reaction. I began to grow in Thilli’s mouth, from almost completely flaccid to fully erect in less than ten seconds. Thilli worked one of her small hands around the base of my shaft, twisting and stroking as she sucked on the end. She was quite good at fellatio and I felt like she could make me blow in only a few minutes if she really wanted.

Thilli pushed herself to her feet, although she kept her hand around my cock. She stretched onto her toes and kissed me, then stepped aside.

Cirro had her hands on the woman, fingers holding her pussy open while she planted kisses on the woman’s perky bottom. Lossia worked her thumb on the woman’s clitoris, but moved aside as I stepped closer. She reached out and grabbed onto my member, then used it to pull me to her. She guided me inside the woman, who was hot and soaking wet.

Some things never got old. The feeling of a sports car accelerating. The rush of skydiving. The taste of mint chocolate chip ice cream. Above all else, goblin pussy never got old. Every single goblin woman I had been with felt like entering a pussy for the first time. My breath came out in a rush as I pushed myself deep into the woman and held myself there for a moment.

Cirro slid forwards so that she was perched on the woman’s bottom, and reached up and threw her arms around me. We kissed as I thrust in and out of the other woman, my movements building in speed and intensity until I was pounding her like a piston. My hands went to Cirro’s firm bottom and I squeezed it, almost as if I were making love to her instead of the woman beneath her. It was a position that only worked because of her short stature.

Thanks to Zozella’s blessing, it didn’t take me forever to cum a second time. If anything, it took less time than the first. After only a handful of minutes—I wasn’t sure how long, time always seemed to flow differently during sex—I felt myself getting close again.

Cirro’s arms went around me and she held me tightly. She kissed her way from my lips, along my cheek, and paused at my ear.

“I love you so much, Andrew,” she whispered.

That sent me over the top. My hands dug into Cirro’s bottom as I came, filling the other woman’s love canal like a volcano erupting. Cirro kissed me hard, her tongue pushing against mine, her hands grabbing me and holding me tightly.

I held Cirro to my chest and lifted her off the other woman, bringing a gasp from both of them, then set her on the bed right next to her, cum still leaking from the tip of my cock. Cirro’s legs immediately spread wide and I reached down and grabbed onto my cock and pushed it inside her. She moaned loudly in my ear as I pounded her hard and fast for a few seconds, then practically collapsed on top of her.

“Couldn’t wait any longer, huh?” Cirro asked with a mischievous smile.

“No,” I said, laughing. I leaned down and kissed her softly. “And I love you too.”

I stood up straight and helped Cirro off the bed. The first woman I had mated with had been lying on her back with her knees to her chest, in that position that was supposed to increase the chances of getting pregnant. Now, she slid off the bed, suddenly shy.

“Thank you, Andrew,” she said.

I reached out and took her hand, then pulled her into a hug. “No, thank you,” I said, kissing the top of her head. My wives circled us and joined in the hug, smothering the woman with affection. I wanted every one of these women to feel special, not like just a number. Each one of them would get showered with hugs, affection, and praise. My wives helped me with that.

The woman I just finished with rolled over onto her back and pulled her knees to her chest, opening up a spot on the bed where she had been lying. Lossia hopped onto the bed and whispered in the ear of the next woman, who giggled and nodded.

“What are you up to?” I asked.

“You’ll see,” Lossia said with a grin of excitement.

The next woman was bent over the side of the bed, but she took a small step back. Lossia sat on the floor between the woman’s feet and leaned her head up. She was the perfect height to reach the woman’s clitoris, which she immediately began licking. She paused for a moment to catch my eye.

“Just go slow with this one, since I’ll be down here,” she said, then went back to pleasing the woman.

I laughed at the ridiculousness of the situation. Thilli and Cirro knelt in front of me, taking turns sucking on me until I was ready to go again. The moment I was fully hard, they released me and I moved forward.

I pushed myself into the woman while Lossia continued licking her clitoris. The woman moaned loudly and a tremor wracked her body. I held myself all the way inside her and momentarily felt Lossia’s tongue on my balls.

“I wish I had thought of that one,” Cirro said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. The second woman I had mated with finally rolled off the bed and Lossia and Thilli immediately went to her, holding her tightly and showering her with words of affection and appreciation.

I continued my slow, steady pounding, and focused on how happy I was. I was in heaven. Lossia continued pleasing the woman until her body shook and she moaned loudly against the blankets. I picked up the speed as she orgasmed, pleasing her even more, and even managed to cum at the same time as her. It was a powerful moment, and I held her tightly for several minutes afterward.

I hurried to my sink and wiped some of the sweat off my body before I continued, and poured myself a glass of water. I downed it in a single gulp and ran back to the bed, eager to continue. Lossia and Cirro were there, hands on the woman’s perfect ass and thighs, holding her open and ready for me. I was about to enter her when something caught my eye.

Her hair.

While goblins had hair in every color of the rainbow, I had only seen one woman with navy blue hair in a single thick braid.

“Anna?” I asked.

She pushed herself up onto her hands and turned to regard me. “Hi, Andrew.” She shook her bottom in front of me. “What are you waiting for?” She backed up, rubbing her wet opening against my erection.

“You know her?” Lossia said, looking down at the woman.

“We met earlier,” I said. “She’s a teacher.”

“Ohhhh,” Cirro said. Teachers were held in very high regard within goblin society.

“Hold on,” I said, reaching down and grabbing onto Anna. She yelped in surprise as I grabbed her by her tiny waist and picked her up, then flipped her onto her back.

“We can work with that,” Cirro said, grabbing onto one of Anna’s thighs.

Lossia grabbed the other one and held her legs far apart, inviting me inside. I let my hand run along the inside of one of Anna’s thighs, briefly massaged her clitoris, then caressed her toned stomach. Her breath caught as I rolled one of her nipples between my thumb and forefinger.

Cirro reached out and grabbed onto my member and guided it into the beautiful woman. I sank into her, then immediately began working myself in and out of her. Gently at first, but after a few thrusts I was going full depth each time. I leaned down and kissed her tenderly and passionately.

“I think he likes her,” Cirro whispered loud enough to be heard. “Think we’ll have room for her?”

“She is pretty cute,” Lossia replied in an equally loud whisper. “I like her hair.”

I smiled against Anna’s lips and struggled not to laugh. Every moment I spent with my future wives left me feeling more fortunate than ever.

I reached an arm beneath Anna’s tiny waist and held her to me, then straightened up with her against my chest. She kept her lips against mine and wrapped her arms behind my neck, holding herself. My hands went to her firm, perky bottom and I squeezed it as I thrust into her, hard and deep.

“Wow,” Lossia said. “He does like her. I think I want him to do me like that.”

I suddenly had to break my kiss with Anna as a laugh burst forth from me. She laughed with me, then turned her head to look at Lossia.

“You should,” Anna said. “It feels amazing.” She leaned back, stretching her neck towards Lossia.

Lossia moved towards her and the two women kissed, hesitantly at first, then more passionately. Cirro was suddenly there, her lips going to one of Anna’s perky breasts, sucking on her nipple until it was rock hard.

“By the gods,” Anna breathed. “I could get used to this.”

I slowed down and looked at her for a moment. She was a breathtakingly beautiful woman, easily as beautiful as Cirro, Lossia, or even Thilli. She was kind, intelligent, and seemed to get along quite well with Lossia. Could I take her as a wife as well? Did that make me greedy? I already had three women to marry, after all. Perhaps I should get to know her more before I thought about it too much.

“You got me?” Anna asked me. I laced my fingers together behind the small of her back and nodded. I kept pounding her as she released her grip, then threw an arm around Lossia. The two women kissed deeply, then Lossia straightened up and pushed her large breasts into Anna’s face. Anna’s eyes brightened and she kissed and sucked on Lossia’s huge breasts with delight. All this while Cirro kept licking Anna’s nipple and one of her hands snaked down between her legs to rub at Anna’s love button.

After only a couple minutes of that, Anna was practically screaming with orgasmic bliss. Her body tensed and shook and I had to set her on the bed as I, too, reached orgasm. The four of us practically collapsed against each other, breathing hard and kissing and holding each other. I kissed Anna one last time, then pulled out of her and stumbled back a few steps, trying to catch my breath. Lossia held Anna’s head tightly and they kissed passionately for a moment before the blue-haired woman suddenly turned to me.

“I hope you’re not too tired to go again.” She smiled at me and spread her supple thighs, then turned to the other two women waiting for their turns. “You might as well take a break, ladies. I’m not going to be done with him for a while.”
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So far, every woman I had been with had been overwhelmingly grateful for my, ahem, efforts. I reminded myself that I was saving their species, one impregnation at a time, but sometimes it felt odd being thanked for sex, like my penis was a magic wand that cast spells of pure happiness.

Every woman except Anna. Something different was there, driving her and keeping her near me. She seemed genuinely interested in me as a person, not just in getting pregnant. We did go for a second round, with the help of an enthusiastic Cirro and Lossia. When I moved on to the next woman, Thilli and Lossia sat and talked with Anna, asking her about herself while smiling and laughing at her jokes. My insatiable Cirro made sure I came quickly with the final two women.

When we were done, I was tempted to make a quip about how easy that had been, considering there had only been six women. I wasn't sure if they would have gotten the joke so I stayed silent.

My silence didn't last long. As soon as we were done, the temple staff brought in hot water for a bath while the candidates for the day left. Anna hung around for a while, spending some time talking with me, then moved over to Cirro and spoke with her. She kept giving me little smiles while talking with the other women. I tried to hurry with my bath so I could spend a few minutes with her as well.

I went back to my earlier thoughts. I was already set to marry three women. Could I marry four? Did that make me greedy? My eyes drank in Anna's slender figure, from her small waist to her perky, perfectly round bottom and toned thighs. Could I reject a woman like that? Could I handle all these women?

Yes, I absolutely could handle a fourth woman. Especially one that looked like her. As long as all the women got along together, I didn't see any problem with it. I was simply adding to my happiness, and building a big family. The more, the merrier. Well, to an extent. If I wound up with too many wives, I’d never be able to remember their names.

"Will I see you tomorrow?" Anna asked, stepping close to me.

"Sure. Care to join me for my post-lunch walk?" I asked, drying my hair with a towel. I looked over and found Thilli, then looked a question at her. She smiled and nodded at me. Good. I had the right to marry anyone I wanted, but I didn’t want to do it if any of my current love interests objected. That would be a horrible way to start a relationship. "We can meet in the same place, beneath that tree."

"I like that," Anna said, smiling sweetly at me. She went into her toes and kissed me softly, then went and hugged each of the other three women in turn. It made me happy to see them getting along so well right from the beginning. Anna had a sweet demeanor, which helped.

All that sex had left me exhausted, so I walked towards my bed with no thoughts of dinner. I wasn’t entirely sure what time it was, although I guess the sun was just beginning to set. I could use a good night’s sleep after all that.

“Going to bed so soon?” Lossia asked, walking next to me.

“Yep,” I said, slipping an arm around her waist. “And you’re coming with me.” At that moment, all I wanted was the comfortable bed and Lossia’s soft curves.

Lossia giggled and hugged my waist as we reached the bed. I looked over my shoulder and saw the other two women right behind me, also ready to hop in bed.

I climbed onto the massive, soft bed and flopped onto my back, ready for sleep. I figured they wouldn’t let me, but I was ready to try.

Lossia was the first woman to climb onto the bed, and she almost immediately straddled me and sat down, pressing her warm, wet vagina against my shaft. She smiled and wiggled her hips before sliding off onto the far side, and settled onto the bed next to me with one supple thigh thrown over me and her head on my shoulder.

I shifted and slipped an arm beneath her head. She grumbled and placed a pillow on my shoulder, then set her head on it and sighed happily. Although I was tired, I looked down past her perfect face and gazed at her large breasts, her small waist, her curvy hips, and felt myself become engorged. I couldn’t help it, with a woman as beautiful as her laying on me.

“Well, it looks like only part of you is sleepy,” Thilli said as she climbed onto the bed next to us. Without hesitation, she went straight to my erection and began sucking on it. Her small fingers wrapped around the base of my cock and she sucked and slurped on the head, then took as much as she could.

“Save some for me,” Cirro said, climbing onto the bed with a grin. “I only got a taste of him earlier. I need the whole thing.”

“You’ve had him more than any of us,” Thilli said, taking a momentary break so she could talk. Her tiny hand squeezed and stroked my iron-hard shaft.

Cirro shrugged. “Hey, you can’t blame me because you held out for so long.” Her eyes fell on Lossia and she smiled. “Lossia, my love, would you get him ready for me?”

Lossia smiled, then stretched her face up to mine and began kissing me, softly and passionately. She always kissed that way; I could practically feel the love on her lips.

I reached down with one hand and grabbed a handful of Lossia’s plump bottom and gave it a squeeze, and felt her smile against my mouth as a result. She loved it when I touched her butt. She had even told me a few times she wanted to try it there. Remembering that, I slid my fingers between her round cheeks and gently massaged her hole. She gasped faintly, then smiled and began kissing me again.

“Oh, that’s not what I meant,” Cirro said. “Although I appreciate your efforts.” The smile on Cirro’s face took on a mischievous note, which I was beginning to realize was normal for her. “Get him going for me, Lossia. Get him ready.” She reached out and placed her slender hand on Lossia’s thigh, the one thrown across me, and gently pulled.

Lossia suddenly looked at Cirro, then at me, nervousness in her gaze. “I—I’m not sure. I’ve been waiting, because I want it to be special.”

“What could be more special than this?” Cirro asked. “You’re surrounded by women that love you, and you have your arms around the man you’re going to marry, who, if I’m not mistaken, has his finger in your ass.” She giggled. “Let’s take things up a notch. If you’re still not fully ready then we don’t have to, but how about for just a moment?” She gently pulled on Lossia’s thigh, and the curvy woman nodded.

Lossia slid her leg across me so that she was straddling me. Thilli, who had been trying to suck the life out of me via my penis, finally stopped. I could still feel her saliva covering me from base to tip as she gripped me firmly.

Cirro placed her hands on Lossia’s wide hips and helped the woman shuffle down my body, until she was in position. Lossia leaned forward, and Cirro grabbed onto the woman’s full bottom and spread her ass. Thilli began rubbing the head of my cock against Lossia’s hot, wet opening.

Lossia held my gaze with fear in her eyes. I didn’t fully understand why she was afraid of going all the way, at least vaginally, but I did my best to respect that. Lossia closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and pushed her hips back.

During the first thrust, I sank halfway into her. Lossia moaned and placed her hands on my chest to support herself. She moved slowly, biting her lower lip, rocking her hips back and forth.

Only the end of my cock was inside her, but I felt like I was going to blow in record time. She was incredibly tight, and deliciously warm and wet.

She sank down a bit further the next time, then leaned down to kiss me. Her tongue went into my mouth just as my hands went to her deliciously round ass. I squeezed it and began working myself in and out of her, slowly, with gentle, shallow strokes.

Lossia’s body quivered with pleasure and she bit her lip again. She remained in place for a moment, with me halfway inside her. She took a deep breath and suddenly shook her head, just slightly.

“Not yet,” she said. “Not like this. I want our first time to be different.”

“Okay,” I said, and pulled out of her. I was on fire, now. Just the briefest taste of Lossia had been the most incredible thing I’d ever felt.

“Once you decide to go all the way, you’ll be glad you did,” said Cirro, throwing a leg over me just as Lossia slid off.

Lossia curled up next to me and I wrapped my arms around her, kissing her softly while Cirro got into position. The more slender woman straddled me, reached between her legs and took hold of my manhood, and sank down on it.

A broad smile spread across Cirro’s face as she began riding me. She grabbed onto her full breasts to keep them from bouncing too much as she bounced up and down, riding me hard and fast.

I continued kissing Lossia but let my hands go to Cirro’s body. I grabbed onto her round hips and ass and held tightly while working my hips up and down, penetrating her deeply. Lossia’s fingers traced along my jaw as she kissed me.

All my excitement from being inside Lossia meant my usual staying power was all but gone. After only a few minutes my fingers dug into Cirro’s ass and I thrust upwards, filling her with my seed. Cirro made happy noises and squeezed her breasts as she bounced up and down on me.

“Save some for me,” Cirro said, finally collapsing on my chest.

Lossia laughed and finally released my face. She pulled back just far enough for Cirro to lean forward and kiss me. Her kisses were different from Lossia’s; Cirro kissed aggressively, her tongue almost seeming to invade my mouth. She wrapped her arms around me, behind my neck, and held me tightly for a moment as we both caught our breath. Lossia leaned forward and kissed Cirro on the temple, then settled on her pillow next to us.

On my other side, Thilli suddenly gasped and moaned as she orgasmed. Her fingers had been flickering between her thighs the entire time I had been inside Lossia and Cirro, and she finally reached orgasm. She collapsed next to me, breathing hard.

We fell asleep that way; with Thilli on my left side, Lossia on my right side, and Cirro still on top of me with my soft cock inside her. I don’t think, in all my life, I had ever been as happy as these women had made me.

And that was before Cirro woke me at midnight for round two.
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Iwoke to the sound of quiet conversation. Lossia was seated on the edge of the bed, talking with Cirro.

“So, have you ever done—” she noticed me waking and lowered her voice.

“A few times,” Cirro whispered back. “It’s a lot of fun, just make sure you go slowly at first.”

“Good morning, Andrew,” Lossia said, turning to me. “Sleep well?”

I looked at Cirro, who grinned back.

“Mostly,” I said, lacing my fingers behind my head. “I’m certainly not complaining, though.” She leaned forward and kissed Cirro on the lips, hugging the woman, then crawled across the bed toward me.

“Well, good morning,” I said as Lossia straddled me. Perhaps she was ready for round two?

Lossia was right on top of my crotch, her heavy breasts swinging right in front of my face. She leaned down and kissed me.

“Thank you for respecting my boundaries last night when I said I wasn’t ready yet,” she said, kissing me again. She wiggled her hips slightly, giggling when she felt me become fully engorged. “I promise I’ll get there, Andrew.”

I wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly and tried not to focus on her warm, wet pussy that was right atop my erection. I kissed her softly instead.

“I love you so much, Andrew,” she said, placing a soft hand on my cheek.

“I love you too, Lossia,” I said, and meant it. Falling in love with her was probably the easiest thing I had ever done.

“I know you have to focus on helping us repopulate right now, and then you have that necromancer to fight, but I wanted to give you a taste of something. We’ll call it your reward.” She reached between her thick thighs and took hold of me, then kissed me again. “This is what you’ll get when you get back. Just let me do all the work.” She whispered the last line.

She rubbed the head of my member against her and slowly sank down upon it. With slow movements of her hips, she worked her way down more and more, until I was fully inside her. She moaned loudly, then pressed her lips against mine and kissed me deeply, almost like how Cirro kissed.

My hands went to that perfectly round ass of hers and I took hold of it and had to fight the urge to start pumping myself in and out of her. Lossia smiled against my lips as she worked herself up and down my full length two more times, then rose up off of me.

“A little help, my love?” Lossia said over her shoulder. She turned back to me. “Spread me, Andrew.”

With my hands on her plump bottom, I pulled and spread that magnificent ass of hers. Cirro was suddenly there, holding my cock in one hand and spitting on the tip.

Lossia took my face in both of her hands and kissed me again, right as Cirro began rubbing the head of my dick against Lossia’s asshole.

“This is yours when you come back, Andrew,” Lossia whispered into my ear. She leaned back, pushing against my cock, and her breath caught as I slowly entered her.

“Ohhh,” Lossia moaned as she pushed against me. She took a deep breath and straightened up, then sank down on my cock with another loud moan.

I was balls-deep inside the most perfect ass I had ever seen. Words could not even begin to describe how amazing it felt, and on so many levels.

Lossia’s eyes were closed, but she smiled and worked her hips in small circles. “By the gods, that feels incredible.” She rose up, then sank back down all the way, taking every inch of me. I had to fight the urge not to grab her hips and start pounding her.

“I’m going to miss you when you’re away,” Lossia said, leaning back down and kissing me. “So you had better hurry up so you can finish what we’re starting now.” After one more kiss, she lifted herself off of me.

“Holy shit,” I said. My cock felt like it was going to explode.

Lossia was still straddling me, and she leaned down and continued kissing me. “I hope that motivates you to mate with as many women as possible and kill that sorcerer as quickly as you can,” she said between kisses. “Because I really want to finish that.” She hugged me tightly, then slid off of me.

Cirro laughed. “I think his poor brain might melt after that,” she said. “Look at him.”

Indeed, I felt more turned on than I had ever been. And instead of cumming, I was just lying there on the bed with an erection.

“Go wash up, Andrew,” Cirro said. “We’ll make sure you’re taken care of.”

Thilli opened the door and made a few requests. Soon after, servants hurried into the room, bringing with them pots of hot water that they used to fill my bath. Beautiful women came in afterwards and led me to the bath.

They scrubbed every inch of me, obviously paying special attention to my penis. Each of the half dozen women took turns stroking me while giggling. One of them looked familiar. That slender, gymnast’s body, the violet eyes and pink hair that reminded me of cotton candy…

“Una?” I asked.

The petite goblin woman blushed. “I’m glad you remembered me, Andrew.”

“You work at the temple now?” I asked.

She nodded. “I promised Zozella that if she granted me my wish of being chosen by you, I would dedicate my life to her service.”

I blinked. “Wait. Are you pregnant as well?” I was still curious how many of the hundred-plus women I hate mated with actually became pregnant.

She frowned prettily. “I’m not sure yet. We only did it once though, so that’s probably why.” It was her turn, so she reached into the water and began stroking me.

Lossia and Thilli suddenly stepped up to the side of the bathtub. The servants shuffled aside, giving them room. Una released her grip on my cock, but Thilli gestured for her to continue.

“Trust me, he needs to finish,” Thilli said with a hint of a laugh.

“She’s a pretty one,” Lossia said, looking Una up and down.

The thin silk robe Una wore was practically translucent. She did have quite the figure, being slender and muscular with small, high breasts and a perky bubble butt.

Thilli looked down at me, her fists on her hips. A moment later, Lossia gave me the same look.

“As many as possible,” Lossia said, smiling.

I leaned my head back and laughed. What a day today was turning out to be.

“Okay, okay, let me dry off,” I said, standing and grabbing a towel. I mopped water off of my body while stepping out of the tub. Some of the serving girls yelped as I splashed water onto the tile floor, but I ignored it all and hurried to the bed, drying myself as I walked.

“Go ahead,” Lossia said behind me.

As soon as I got to the bed I climbed onto it, not even thinking of what position we’d be in. I turned and saw Una there, shedding her thin robe.

“He likes it when you’re on top,” Lossia said, standing next to the bed. She looked at me and gave me a devilish smile.

“Okay,” Una said, straddling me. She licked her fingers and wiped them between her thighs, then reached down and grabbed onto me. I slowly entered her with gentle thrusts, going deep each time.

Lossia still stood next to the bed, watching with interest. She squeezed her breasts at me while I pounded Una, then held onto the bedpost and turned to the side showing off her curves.

My hands dug into Una’s waist and I pounded the small woman harder and harder. She closed her eyes and moaned as my hands slid to her ass and grabbed tightly.

Lossia turned and wiggled her ass at me, then grabbed onto her full bottom with both hands and bent over slightly. She squeezed her cheeks and spread them, giving me a view of where I would be cumming soon.

I couldn’t take it any longer. With my eyes on Lossia’s perfect ass, I blew my load inside Una, ramming my cock into her over and over. My muscles tensed as I sprayed cum against her cervix, filling the tiny woman up.

Lossia winked at me, then smacked herself on the ass with another giggle.

Una collapsed against my chest, both of us breathing hard. She held me tightly and I returned the gesture, squeezing the tiny woman against my chest. We kissed for a moment as Thilli came over to talk to Lossia.

“I’m glad to see you’re helping him get things done,” Thilli said.

“Whatever it takes,” Lossia replied. “It’s also fun teasing him sometimes.” She looked back at me and slapped herself on the ass again.

“You know you can’t get pregnant that way,” Thilli said.

“That’s kind of the point,” Lossia said with a laugh. “Besides, I really enjoyed it. You should try it sometime too, Thilli.”

Thilli looked back at me, contemplating. “Maybe.”
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After spending some time with one more woman, my wives finally let me leave. Not that I minded—continually having sex with breathtakingly beautiful women was a great way to spend the day—but I had things to do today.

I still wasn’t fully used to the bright colors the goblins wore, so I selected more muted clothing. My boots were black, of course, and my pants a simple dark brown. My shirt was snowy white—all my shirts were, as that was the current fashion—and I wore a dark green jacket atop that due to the hint of chill in the air. The outfit had a bit of a victorian look to it, or perhaps early American, just without all the frills and lace.

After another word of thanks to Zozella, I hurried out of the temple, munching on another one of those purple apples. They were delicious, and had quickly become one of my favorite snacks.

As I continued around the city, I tried to pay special attention to the architecture in Gillamoor. When it was time to start on my house, I wanted to have some designs in mind. Although, I reminded myself that I had sent my wives to talk to Shaug about exactly that, so it probably didn’t matter. They would select something beautiful and functional, and as long as they were happy, I knew I would be happy.

Even still, I spent plenty of time admiring the buildings of pale stone with dark roof tiles. Most of them reminded me of pictures I had seen of late-medieval France, although with twice the flowers. I assumed we would have a garden in our backyard, and briefly found myself wondering where the vineyards were. Most likely outside of the city, as they simply wouldn’t fit within the walls.

As I walked, the houses slowly grew in size, as did the size of the plots of land. Being a walled city, space was always at a premium, but these houses weren’t touching each other like the rowhomes in the downtown area, near the market square.

Most of the houses here were two stories, with a few reaching three, with steeply peaked roofs and arched windows. I wouldn’t have called them mansions by any stretch, but it was clear I was in the wealthier part of town.

Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen anything that I would describe as a poor part of town. There were certainly areas where the houses were small, but everything was always clean and in a good state of repair. No beggars hung out at corners, asking for change. I didn’t see anyone with dirty faces in threadbare clothing, either.

I finally came to the colonel’s house. It was large, but not overly so, and built in a manner that suggested practicality and function over beauty. That’s not to say it was ugly—it was easily as nice as any other house on the street. But no flowers grew on the sills, no wooden scrollwork decorated the windows. It was exactly what I would have expected of the man.

I knocked firmly three times on the heavy wooden door, took a step back, and waited. He had asked me to visit him today, although he hadn’t mentioned a time. Hopefully I wasn’t here while he was working with soldiers somewhere.

“One moment,” Colonel Chuleel’s gruff voice called out.

A few seconds later the door swung open. The colonel stood there in green pants and shirtsleeves, with the pants being the darker of the two. His shirt was unlaced halfway, showing his smooth yet well-muscled chest. He grunted at me and stepped to the side, then gestured for me to enter.

“Thanks,” I said, walking into his house.

The inside of Colonel Chuleel’s house matched both the outside and his personality perfectly. There were no decorations except a woven tapestry on one of the walls, depicting the city of Gillamoor. The furniture was expertly made of dark wood, but with no added decoration; everything was straight lines and right angles. Beneath the tapestry was a low set of shelves, with an assortment of daggers and to my surprise, a minotaur skull on top.

“Thirsty?” he asked as he closed the door and walked into the main room.

“Sure,” I said. It was important to stay hydrated, after all.

He grunted again and walked into his kitchen, where he grabbed a corked bottle. After yanking the long cork from the neck of the bottle, he poured two finger’s worth of a ruby red liquid into two glasses. He replaced the cork and handed me one of the glasses.

“To Gillamoor,” I said, raising my glass.

He looked oddly at me for a moment and I reminded myself that toasting wasn’t a goblin tradition. He picked up on it quickly, though, and raised his glass as well.

“To Gillamoor. May she outlive our grandchildren’s grandchildren,” he said.

“I’ll drink to that,” I said and took a sip. It was a dry red wine, but stronger than I was used to. It reminded me of one of those dry reds from California, where bigger and bolder was the name of the game and most of the subtle flavors had been lost to sheer brute force. It was the perfect wine for the colonel. I nodded appreciatively at the glass. “This is good,” I told him.

“Thanks,” he said, slightly less gruff than usual. “My family owns a vineyard a few miles north of the city. There’s a hill there that catches the sunlight just right, and makes for good wine grapes.”

A vineyard? I wasn’t expecting that from him, although it sounded like a great way to spend some extra money. Also, he mentioned a family but this house had the unmistakable feeling of a man that lived alone. I wisely avoided asking about it.

Colonel Chuleel walked into the living room and grabbed a chair, then motioned for me to take the one next to him. “So, let’s get right into it. How do you think we can improve our defenses? Where should we start?”

I let my mind process his questions as I walked to the chair. When I sat down, I tried to lay out a solid plan for him.

“Start with the most basic things. Your troops are fit, but do they follow a strict exercise regimen? I’ve seen Sergeant Nerras run them through push up drills, but I’m not sure beyond that.”

The colonel grunted again. I was beginning to think half of his vocabulary involved grunts. Or maybe it was just because he didn’t like me.

“And your recommendation to fix it?” he asked.

“Just basics,” I said. “Have them run, both long and short distances. Push ups are great, but have them do some pull ups as well, and some crunches and squats and other things. Have them train with their weapons daily. Right now I see a lot of archers that seem to spend their entire shift on the wall. Have them spend half of it training, both their bodies and with their bows, and the other half on the wall. Keep them sharp, and give them rewards for being in better shape and better with their weapons.”

He nodded soberly. “I am considered a brutal man, by goblin standards. I’ve been called a warhawk, and many other things. But in the end, I’m still a goblin, so while I understand war better than most, it is still foreign to me. It seems I can learn a lot from you, Andrew. I’ll talk to my officers later about this training. That’s a good suggestion.”

“I would say to put Sergeant Nerras in charge of it, but I don’t think you could get him out of the woods right now. Besides, I need him.”

“Where is that crazy man?” Chuleel asked. “People have been asking about him, enough that it’s reached my ears. That man needs to be here at work.”

I held up a hand to halt him. “He’s outside of the city, and I don’t think he’s coming back within these walls until Vogrim is dead. Nerras is…. Well, I don’t want to say he’s cured, but he’s going to give many men a lot of hope. I trust this information will stay between us?”

“Of course it will,” the colonel said irritably. “What are you talking about?”

I leaned towards him slightly. “Nerras hasn’t touched a drop of that poison rain in about a month. His body is healing, Chuleel. It’s starting to work again.”

He stared at me for a moment beneath lowered brows, then downed the last of his wine in a single gulp. He looked back over at me.

“So there’s hope?” He sounded shaken.

I nodded. “There is hope. I’ve been told Vogrim watches the cities, and has rats and crows as spies. Otherwise, I would say let’s send large groups of men out into the forest to live for a while, until they’re healed. Vogrim would certainly notice, and change his plan of attack.”

The colonel rubbed his chin in thought and cursed Vogrim’s name under his breath. “That bastard is foul beyond words. I wish nothing but the darkest tortures upon him.” He took a deep breath. “Men take their lives because of this, you know. They can’t handle the loss of agency, the inability to be a man, and they….” His words faded and he made a stabbing motion against his chest.

“Jesus Christ,” I said, and immediately realized no one would have any clue what I was saying with phrases like that. I would have to relearn profanity. Chuleel gave me a confused look so I quickly continued.

“Yeah, the sooner I can get this done, the sooner that will end,” I told him. “I don’t want any more men taking their lives. I can assure you I’m doing everything I can.”

“Including our women,” the colonel said, leaning back in his chair.

“Including your women,” I said, unashamed. “Look, the children from those unions will be immune to Vogrim’s poison. So, if by chance I fail or die, you’ll have a generation of children and your people will live on. It’ll give you a reason to continue the fight. And in the absolute worst of scenarios, you’ll have hundreds, maybe thousands, of goblins that are taller than you, stronger than you, and immune to at least one of his attacks. If I fail, the next generation can strike back.”

“If we even make it that long,” he grumbled, shaking his head. “Sometimes I think my dislike of you is rooted in jealousy. I’ve spent decades serving my people, keeping them safe even when it made them shun me. Goblins dislike violence, remember.”

I nodded. “I remember.”

“So after fifty years of serving my people, I’m left with a dead wife and son and unable to perform as a man. Even if I wanted a new family, I couldn’t do it. And some bastard outworlder suddenly appears, eager to fuck all our women and save the day.” He looked at me then with hard eyes. “I’m sure you can understand why I don’t care for you.”

“I understand perfectly,” I said. “And I don’t blame you. I’m sure if the situations were reversed, I wouldn’t like you either. But the important thing is that we have the same enemy and the same goal. We have to work together to achieve that goal. I need you, Colonel.”

He grunted again and rubbed his hand across his face. “I know, I know. I’ve had so much joy taken from me that sometimes I think I’ve forgotten how to feel it anymore. Go on, Andrew. What else would you have us do to make Gillamoor more defensible?”

“A moat would be a big help, but that would be a tall order in such a short time,” I said. “Dig a trench around the entire city and fill it with water. Sharpen some stakes and put them in there as well, so if anyone tries to swim across, they’ll get impaled. I’ve seen that small stream that goes through the city—divert that to fill the moat.”

“The way you brought that up so quickly and confidently makes me think people did that back in your world,” the colonel said.

“All the time,” I quickly replied. “In fact, even without water, a dry moat is still a sizable obstacle to attackers. But filled with water it becomes much more effective. You’d have to get the whole city started on it to get it done in time, though.”

Colonel Chuleel thought for a moment, then smiled for the first time since I had entered his house. “I think you forget we have magic, Andrew. It would be a serious undertaking, but not so bad as you think. I’ll speak with the mayor later about this. Next?”

“I would say put some heavy ballistas on top of the wall, and train your men to use them.” I paused for a moment, thinking about the word. “Wait, I think the plural is actually ballistae. Well, just make some huge crossbows and mount them on the wall. I would recommend some catapults or trebuchets, but wheeling them around the city and trying to accurately hit things outside the walls could be difficult. I think the ballistae would do a better job in your scenario.”

The colonel nodded as I spoke, and I could see him envisioning the weapons in his head. “How large would these be?” he asked.

“Big enough to use a spear as a bolt, and drive it straight through a minotaur,” I replied. “Look, I wish I could help you guys invent cannons, but that would require gunpowder and I don’t know how to make that stuff. I’m a pretty crafty guy but that one’s beyond me.”

“Gunpowder?”

“Yeah, it’s a powder that explodes if you put a fire to it. I was able to use those barrels of oil to good effect in the Battle of Gillamoor, but we can’t depend on something like that. We need tried and true weapons, ones that are easy for the soldiers to use, and deadly to our enemies. Also, longer spears. We used some of them during the battle; they need to be long enough that men on top of the wall can use them to repel anyone trying to gain access to the city.”

The colonel fixed me with his hard eyes. “What about building a second wall outside of our current one? A low wall, only a few feet high, so that it wouldn’t impede us but it would slow them down if they tried to charge the city.”

I shook my head. “I can understand why you would think that, but I would recommend against it. Unless that wall is constantly manned with soldiers, which it wouldn’t be if it were only three feet tall, you would just be giving the enemy somewhere to hide while they launched arrows at us.”

Chuleel suddenly grinned. “Very good. If you had answered with anything else, I probably would have thrown you out of my house.”

So, he had been testing me. Well, let him throw his questions at me. While I wasn’t a master tactician, my time in the army had given me a solid understanding of war, and I was certain I could help my people survive another attack.

“Do you have paper and a pen? Or, a quill?” I asked. He nodded. “Good. Let’s plan the defense of the city together. I also want to establish some standards for the goblin army—not only in Gillamoor, but in all of Brovania. Oh, and I need a job.”
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An hour later I walked through the city with the downtown market district as my target. My planning with Colonel Chuleel had gone well, and I think I earned more of his respect and hopefully got him to like me a bit.

Another positive outcome from our discussion involved money. I let the colonel know that I wanted to earn my keep, and didn’t care for everyone giving me things for free. He respected that and hired me to help train his soldiers. He gave me the name of an officer that would pay me for each session. It wasn’t much, but it was a solid beginning. At least I would have some coin in my pocket to pay for my own food.

It was nearing lunch time, so I hurried back to the temple. I didn’t have any money yet, so I could always eat for free there. Plus, I know Zozella liked to keep an eye on me.

When I arrived at the temple I saw Prazzi leading a group of women around the main sanctuary, gesturing around the room as she spoke to them. I waved to her and went to my room.

I was surprised to find my room empty. I had been expecting my wives to be there, but I was alone. Taking advantage of a little peace and quiet, I poked my head out the door and found a nearby temple worker, then asked her to bring some food by in about twenty minutes.

In that time I went to the sink and washed up, then kicked my boots off on my way to the bed. Getting a full night’s sleep with Cirro in the bed was often difficult, so I treated myself to a short power nap.

I woke twenty minutes later to the sound of light knocking at my door.

“Come in,” I called out, yawning and rubbing my eyes.

Two beautiful young women entered the room with smiling faces and those thin silk robes that all the temple staff seemed to wear. Each of them carried a silver platter piled high with food, from which delicious aromas emanated. A third woman followed behind, carrying a silver pitcher that beaded with condensation.

I tore through the two plates of food like a starving man. When I got to the pitcher, I laughed. Goblins seemed to find my propensity to drinking water strange, so instead they sent me a pitcher of chilled tea. I downed two goblets of the weak tea and it suddenly dawned on me how thirsty I was. Other than the small glass of wine at the colonel’s house, I had hardly drank anything that day. I waited a few minutes and drank half the pitcher. With my active lifestyle, hydration was important.

Once my food settled, I spent a few minutes washing up, then put on a fresh jacket—this one dark blue with scrollwork at the cuffs—and left my room.

I almost ran straight into Prazzi on my way out. When I came through the door I saw her standing on the other side with her hand raised, ready to knock. She quickly lowered her hand and laughed.

“Hey, Prazzi. What can I do for you?” I asked, closing the door behind me.

“I was wondering,” she began, then lowered her voice. “I was wondering if you could fit me into your schedule tonight or tomorrow.” She blushed faintly. “I really enjoyed the time we spent together.”

I smiled at the small woman and pulled her in for a tight hug. “I would be honored. You’ll have to run it by my wives when they get back. I think they’re selecting the candidates this week.” I bent down and kissed the top of her blue head.

“Thank you, Andrew,” she said. After a brief hesitation, she went onto her toes and kissed me softly.

“As much as I would love to stay and chat, I actually have somewhere I need to be,” I told her, giving her one last squeeze before releasing her.

“Oh that’s fine,” she replied, brushing her hands across her robe. “I need to get back to my duties as well.” She held her hand out and I took it in mine for a moment, then left.

I was starting to see more of that behavior as well; plenty of women just wanted me to impregnate them, for which I was grateful, but a number of women sought intimacy as well. I assumed that with Vogrim’s curse, since the men couldn’t perform the women were not only undersexed but felt unloved at times. They craved not just the physical act of sex, but a pair of strong arms around them, holding them tightly. They wanted intimacy.

I certainly had no qualms about that. These goblin women were all beautiful, petite, and smelled like flowers. If they wanted to cuddle, I’d do it day and night.

I hurried down the temple stairs and started off towards the market district. After these weeks I was becoming a common sight around the city, so while several people still cheered my name when I passed, I was able to enjoy a mostly peaceful walk.

My thoughts drifted to my future battles as I walked. Ulenor had briefly gone over the location of Odewyn’s lair several weeks ago and again right after the Battle of Gillamoor, but it wasn’t firmly in my mind yet. All I remembered was that it was about a week’s journey to the south, mostly through dense forest.

And what would we fight down there? My mind reeled with the possibilities. All I knew was that the elven sorcerer was some sort of necromancer, so I expected to fight all sorts of reanimated creatures. How would I kill them? Would a stab through the heart work, or would I have to remove their heads? I probably wouldn’t fully know until I fought them. At least I was getting better with my sword.

I also worried about fighting Odewyn himself. How was I supposed to fight a necromancer that was hundreds of years old? He would certainly be more skilled in magic than I was, even if I could beat him in sheer strength. How would I defend against magical attacks? I made a mental note to speak with Ulenor about countering magical attacks. There had to be a way to do it.

And when we were done with that, we would race back to Gillamoor in case the city needed to be defended against another attack. We didn’t know yet, but I didn’t want to be away for too long if I could avoid it.

Even if an attack didn’t come that quickly, I wanted to get back and continue training the soldiers. Their archers were decent, but they lacked solid ground troops. I wanted to train a body of men to fight with spears and shields in a phalanx formation. If anyone ever breached the gates again, I wanted the goblins to be able to fend for themselves.

If that wasn’t enough, I then had to walk into the jaws of death to retrieve a magical sword and shield, so I could eventually kill this thousand-year-old sorcerer, Vogrim. It weighed heavily on my mind, so I tried my best to focus on my next step instead of the overall picture. If I thought too much about my final battle with him, my motivation would dry up like a well in the desert. I couldn’t let that happen.

The sun was high overhead when I entered the market district. Several vendors called out my name—probably because having me near their stalls was good for business—but I just smiled and waved at them, then continued towards the park in the middle of the area.

I found the tree I had sat against the day before and went straight for it. Sure enough, seated on the roots was Anna, with her dark blue braid pulled over one shoulder. Her fingers were pressed against her temples and she sat there with her eyes closed, rubbing her head. I stepped close and knelt in front of her.

“Hey Anna. Are you okay?”

Her eyes snapped open at the sound of my voice and she practically leaped forward, throwing her arms around me. I laughed and stood up, carrying her with me, holding her tightly against my chest. It felt good to have someone hug me so intensely.

After a moment, she released me and slid to the ground. “I’m okay,” she said, sounding a bit frazzled. “Just a bit stressed out, that’s all. Sometimes the children can be difficult, but that’s normal at their age.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone say that raising children was easy,” I told her. “Or teaching them, for that matter.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I love children,” Anna said. “They’re our future, after all. But sometimes even I need a break.”

I suddenly felt the urge to ask her to dinner and a movie. Guess I’d have to invent movies.

“Care to walk with me?” I asked, offering her my arm.

“Of course,” she replied with a smile, slipping her slender arm through mine.

We walked for several minutes in silence before she asked me what was on my mind.

“Fighting,” I told her. “I have a lot of that in the near future before things will calm down. It’s going to be difficult, but I know I’ll make it.”

She shook her head. “I don’t understand how you can do all that and still sleep at night. Just the thought of all that fighting makes me uncomfortable.” She sighed. “I know it has to be done, and I know our survival depends on it. If I can ever help, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Why do you like me?” I suddenly blurted out. I wasn’t sure where the question came from, it just popped out of my mouth.

Anna smiled. “Why would I not? You’re handsome, in a sort of alien way. You’re strong enough to protect what you love. The women you’ve spent time with have spread word to every corner of the land that you’re very passionate in bed, and don’t treat the women like objects. Besides, I can see myself having a future with you, even if I have to share it with three other women.”

“That doesn’t bother you?” I asked.

“I wasn’t sure at first, to be honest with you. But after some encouragement from Cirro,” her sudden smile made clear exactly what she meant. “I think I’ll enjoy it. Besides, have you seen Lossia’s body? And I didn’t think it was even possible to be as beautiful as Thilli.”

“Thilli isn’t into other women, though,” I said.

“I know, what a shame,” Anna said. “To each their own. I feel like I’m joining a big, loving family when I’m with you and them. How many children do you want?”

“Uhhh,” I began. I hadn’t actually given a lot of thought to that. “Honestly, I don’t know. I’ve always wanted a couple, but here, in this world, I guess things are different. I suppose it’ll depend on my wives and what they want.”

“I want three,” Anna said. “I want the eldest to be a boy and the younger two girls.”

I opened my mouth to say that sounded nice, but then I realized just how many children that would be. Three from Anna, and maybe two each from my other wives. Nine children? Even if the other women only had one, that would still leave me with six. Six children.

“Holy shit,” I said without realizing it.

“What’s wrong?” Anna asked.

“We’re gonna need a big house.”
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After that, the conversation steered back to Anna. She was the eldest of three children, with her younger siblings being her brothers—the ones she had promised would help me build my house. Both of her parents had been teachers, and she continued the family tradition by becoming one herself. It was an honored career among the goblins.

I brought up Odewyn and she paled slightly. That wasn’t a name known to most goblins, she explained, but she had heard snippets. And the things she heard were straight out of nightmares. That certainly didn’t leave me feeling warm and fuzzy inside, but I just looked down at her beautiful face and firmed my resolve. I had a perfect future lined up and nothing would get in my way.

“Do you like me in return?” Anna asked. She looked up at me expectantly.

“I’d be a fool not to,” I told her with a smile. “We still need to learn more about each other, but so far, yes, I really like you.” I meant it, and her smile said she heard it in my tone.

“Good,” she said, squeezing my arm briefly.

I looked ahead and realized she had steered us in a complete circle. The market district was right ahead. That certainly made my walk back to the temple easy. I tried to think of something pleasant to say at the end of our walk, but Anna suddenly grabbed my arm and pulled me into an alleyway, behind a handful of small buildings.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Hold on,” she said, pulling me to the side, behind a few stacked barrels. She looked to each side, nodded to herself, then practically attacked me.

One of her hands brought my face down to hers while her other hand went straight to the crotch of my pants. Her tongue entered my mouth at the same moment she expertly unlaced the front of my pants with a single fast gesture.

The change was so sudden I was initially caught off guard, but I quickly recovered. Since she was unlacing my pants, I let my hands go right to her perky, firm bottom. I pulled her knee-length skirt up over her perfect ass and squeezed her cheeks with both hands.

Anna hoisted her skirt up around her waist and turned around, pushing her ass against me. She looked up at me over her shoulder. “Think you can do it quickly?” she whispered. She licked her fingers and wiped them between her legs, then began rubbing her clitoris.

I had no words that would fit so I let my actions speak for themselves. My cock sprang to life as she backed up against it. I rubbed it against her a few times, getting the tip wet with her juices, and began working it inside her.

Anna bit her bottom lip to keep from moaning loudly. I grabbed on to her tiny waist with both hands and kept pushing myself inside her, a little further each time, until I was buried to the hilt. She breathed heavily as I pulled out and pushed myself back inside her. Remembering that I was much larger than the goblin men, I went slowly at first, then picked up the pace according to her cues.

Several voices came to my ears as people passed by, but no one entered the alley. I pounded her hard and fast, ramming my pelvis against her firm backside repeatedly. Anna backed into me with each thrust and furiously rubbed her clitoris like a sprinter eager for the finish line.

Her body stiffened in my hands and her breath suddenly caught, then she forcibly exhaled and slammed her bottom against me as she orgasmed. That was enough to push me over the edge and I pulled her tightly against me, making her take every inch of me, and came inside her.

I had long since abandoned any notions of being quiet during sex, so I struggled not to moan or call out her name as I orgasmed. My muscles clenched as I squirted a surprisingly large load inside her and I held her against me for a moment afterwards.

Anna reached back and placed her hand on mine, keeping us pressed together. We both breathed heavily for a few minutes, but I could see Anna smiling. She worked her hips back and forth and squeezed her muscles around me.

“We need to do that more often,” she whispered.

“You’ll get no complaints from me,” I said.

“That’s because you’re not the one that has to deal with cum dripping down your thighs,” she said, and laughed. “Just stay inside me for a while. It’ll help prevent that.”

So, still buried inside her, I leaned forward and wrapped my arms around her. She pushed her ass firmly against me to keep me inside her, even as I grew limp. I squeezed her tightly and let my hands roam across her firm stomach and perky breasts while I kissed the back of her neck.

“Careful, or I’ll make you go a second time,” she said with a smile.

After a few minutes she finally pulled off of me with a sigh. She immediately turned and looked at my member, hanging limply with cum on the tip, and went to her knees in front of me. She sucked me from tip to hilt, cleaning all of my cum from it. She smacked her lips and smiled at me.

“You taste great, by the way,” she said, licking her lips.

“Must be all the fruit they’re feeding me,” I said, remembering something about pineapple juice.

Anna hugged me tightly, her skirt still bunched up around her waist and my dick poking her in the abdomen. Neither of us minded. That had been a powerful moment, not one of me doing my duties to repopulate but one of raw desire.

She finally pushed her skirt back down, laughing as she joked about how she had to clench her muscles to keep my cum inside her. I stuffed myself back into my breeches and laced up the front.

“So, what are you thinking about?” she asked as we walked back onto the street, her arms around mine.

“Goblins don’t have last names,” I said.

“What’s a—huh?” she asked.

“Goblins don’t have last names,” I repeated. “My name is Andrew Jones. Jones is my family name; my father’s name was Michael Jones and my mother’s name Barbara Jones. Back in my world, my children would keep my last name. Goblins don’t do that.”

“No, we don’t,” she said.

“I kind of want to start that tradition here,” I said. “I feel like my place in society is important enough that I can start something new. Perhaps I’ll call it ‘Clan Jones’ or something. Like our daughter could be named Lilly of Clan Jones.”

“Lilly,” she said with a smile. “I like that. So, did you just agree to keep me with you?”

I laughed and scooped her up into my arms. With my newfound strength and her slender figure, she was light as a feather. I carried her into the market square and people smiled at us, young lovers acting as young lovers often did.

Anna threw her arms around my neck as I carried her around. I suddenly realized I wasn’t sure where to drop her off. We had a habit of meeting near that one tree, so I carried her over there, then gently set her on her feet.

“It’s a shame you have to go,” she said, frowning.

“Don’t pout,” I told her. “We’ll see each other soon.”

“Oh, you don’t have a choice in that,” she said with a mischievous smile.

I bent down and kissed her, then held her tightly for a few minutes while thinking about how lucky I was.

“What’s next?” she asked, finally releasing me.

“Time for me to go to work,” I said. We kissed one last time, then parted ways.

Through the city I walked, although this time I didn’t just wander and admire the scenery. I went straight for the small military district of Gillamoor, to where the barracks and supply buildings were located.

Upon entering the small district, I asked the first soldier I came to for directions. While I was widely known in Gillamoor, in this area I was still treated like a hero. The soldier—like many, a young archer without a ton of experience, although I recognized this particular man from the Battle of Gillamoor—pointed me in the right direction.

“Captain Muller?” I asked, approaching a short haired goblin man in a dark green jacket that I recognized as officer’s attire. His lacked the heavy golden stripes that adorned Colonel Chuleel’s, and instead had two thin bands around the bottom of each sleeve.

“Yes?” His head snapped around at hearing his name called, though his demeanor softened when he saw who it was. Captain Muller had a rather chiseled jawline compared to many other goblin men I had seen, with amber colored hair and yellow eyes that reminded me of a wolf. He stepped forward and shook my hand as I approached.

“It’s always good to see you here, Andrew. What can I do for you?” He stood straighter as he spoke with me. I often had that effect on the military men.

“I’m here to help you train your soldiers,” I told him. “We don’t know when Vogrim will attack next, but when he does, we all expect it to be pretty bad. I want to make sure we survive.”

The captain spread his hands. “Of course. We’ll take all the help we can get.”

“Come on,” I said, jerking my head to the side.

He fell in beside me and we walked past several buildings towards the training field. I handed him a rolled up sheet of parchment—I suppose it would be called a scroll—and he immediately opened it and began to read as we walked.

“This scroll has twenty detailed workouts on it, as well as training drills and schedules for different weapons,” I explained. “Your men are good with bows, but every man must be equally skilled with a spear and shield, as well as his fists. And a knife, for that matter. I don’t expect them to take a minotaur in a fist fight, but being able to hold their own against some lizardfolk or maybe even an orc should be a realistic goal.”

Captain Muller whistled appreciatively. “Thanks for this.”

“It also has some basic standards that all soldiers will adhere to, including three general orders. Every soldier is to memorize these general orders. Fortunately, they’re simple.”

He nodded. “That makes sense. We should have done this ages ago, but our minds don’t always understand war. Even those of us that have served in the military for many years, as odd as that may sound. Tell me, has there been any word on another attack? You talk like you expect one.”

I shook my head. “None. But we know it’s coming, eventually—me, the mayor, and Colonel Chuleel all agree on that. Oh, and that’s another thing. We’re going to tighten up the discipline among the soldiers. From now on, everyone will be referred to by their rank, and soldiers will salute their officers unless we’re fighting or the enemy is near.”

Captain Muller leaned his head to the side. “Why would they avoid saluting in that situation?”

“Two reasons,” I said. “First, you’ll have more important things to worry about. Second, and more importantly, if anyone has a looking glass and sees a soldier saluting you, they’ll know you’re an officer. If they’re smart, they would target you.”

Captain Muller paled slightly. “Yes, that makes sense.”

“Also on that paper is a basic daily schedule. Feel free to modify it however you need, but that needs to be strictly adhered to as well. You’ll also have regular inspections—both for uniforms and weapons. We don’t have many defenders here, but I want them working together like a well-oiled machine. I want them fit, paying attention to detail, and always aware of their surroundings. Those are the kinds of soldiers that live through war.”

“War?” Captain Muller whispered the word.

“War,” I said, nodding. “There’s no use avoiding it. We’re at war with Vogrim. He sent his first wave of soldiers and we bloodied his nose. The next time he attacks, I expect it to be with enough troops to completely overwhelm the city.”

Captain Muller paled further upon hearing my words. Sometimes I wondered how their tiny military force had even made it this far. Other than being good with bows, most of them were completely unprepared. But then again, they were pacifists. I couldn’t expect them to make it through Ranger school on the first try.

“Mayor Beezle is going to send for a number of troops tomorrow,” I continued. “He’ll need your best magic users, especially ones strong with moving soil. We’re digging a moat around the city. This is a pretty good sized place, so I expect it to take a while.”

“Since the Battle of Gillamoor, I have felt completely unprepared,” Captain Muller revealed. “Sometimes I fear that without your help, we would fall.”

“You would,” I told him. “But that’s nothing to be ashamed of. You have a peaceful society. The world I come from has been filled with war for thousands of years, and I trained for it. Fighting is the one thing I’m good at. Speaking of which, I need to train you personally. You’re an officer, so you’ll be held to a higher standard.”

We reached the training field, which was equal parts close-trimmed grass and bare dirt. We stopped next to a rack and I directed the captain to set his jacket on the rack next to mine.

“We’re also going to have a uniform inspection in a few days,” I said. “I’ll stop by tomorrow and walk you through the process. Now, stand like this,” I told him, showing him a good boxer’s stance. “Fists up. If anyone tries to punch you in the face, your hands will block them. Or your forearms. Like this.” I brought my hands up and showed him, then jabbed at the air with my left hand a few times, making sure to highlight how my hands always guarded my face.

“I’ve seen Nerras do this,” Captain Muller said.

“Sergeant Nerras,” I corrected. “And he’s quite good. He would be a good man to learn from, to be honest.”

I walked him through some basic strikes. Fortunately, the man learned quickly. It dawned on me that he needed something to punch. Just snapping his fists in the air wasn’t going to do much. I explained to him what a punching bag was and told him to have some made.

“We’re going to make a fighter out of you,” I told him with a grin.
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When I went back to the temple, my muscles were tired and sweat made my shirt cling to my chest. It felt great to exercise so intensely after more than a month of nothing but sex and walking. Well, and a battle, but that didn’t count.

“Hey, Prazzi,” I said, tracking the woman down as soon as I entered the temple.

“Someone needs a bath,” she said with a smile the moment she saw me.

“Exactly,” I replied. “Can you have some hot water brought to my room?”

“Right away, Andrew,” she said, then turned and grabbed the nearest serving woman.

I walked back to my room, unlacing my shirt as I walked. Leaving the door open behind me as I entered, I pulled my sweaty shirt off over my head and tossed it aside. After sitting on a nearby stool, I removed my boots as well.

Only a brief moment later, servants began entering the room, carrying jugs of water in their arms. One by one they poured the hot water into the bathtub until it was deemed sufficiently full. I thanked them for their service and closed the door behind the last one on his way out.

The bath water was the perfect temperature, so I slowly sank into it and let my muscles relax. I took my washrag, got it soaking wet, then laid it across my forehead and eyes and leaned my head back against the tub. With a deep sigh, I let all the stress flow out of me. It was time to relax.

Of course, my mind thought otherwise. A flurry of thoughts sprouted in my head, mostly involving Vogrim, although some were about goblins. I reminded myself to go easy on the goblin soldiers at their first inspection. They were going to suck, but then again I got yelled at plenty of times for screwing up back when I was a private in the army.

One thing Ulenor had not spoken much about was the monsters that guarded Eldrick’s sword and shield. In fact, other than the fact that they were monsters, I knew nothing about them. I imagined Vogrim used some rather terrifying beasts to guard something so powerful and rewarded them somehow. I made a note to ask Ulenor about them. The more I knew, the better my chances would be.

How would the city survive an attacking force twice the size as the one that had attacked during the Battle of Gillamoor? If it hadn’t been for my magical attacks and improvised fire bombs, the city would have fallen. I really had my work cut out for me, getting the city ready.

A knock at the door interrupted my thoughts. “Come in,” I called out.

The door opened and Prazzi walked in. After closing the door behind her, she walked straight to my bathtub.

“How can I help you, Prazzi?” I asked.

“Oh, you know how you can help me,” she replied, letting her thin robe fall to the floor.

I looked over and admired her slender, toned body for a moment and smiled. “Where are my wives?” I asked.

“They’ll be here later,” she said. “I believe they’re speaking with Shaug again about a house design. They asked me to handle things this evening while they worked with him. Today’s candidates are outside, so I decided to get you warmed up first.”

My eyes clung to her body like glue as she slowly walked towards my bed, giving me seductive glances over her shoulder. I hopped out of the bathtub and grabbed the nearest towel, hurriedly drying off as I followed her. By the time I made it to the bed, my dick was so hard I could have used it as a towel rack.

Prazzi saw me behind her and took her sweet time climbing onto the bed. She hoisted a single leg and placed her knee on the bed, giving me a wonderful view of her magnificent ass.

I approached her from behind and pressed my body against hers. I bent down slightly so the head of my cock rubbed against her wet love hole, and wrapped my arms around her. The feeling of her perky bottom pressed against my hips was incredible. I let my hand slide along her hip and down her thigh, then back up. I had intended on a different position, but the feeling of her skin on mine made me too eager to wait any longer.

I licked my fingertips and reached between us, wiping my saliva on her moist vagina, although the moment I touched her I noticed she didn’t need the help. Prazzi was practically on fire. Instead, I grabbed myself, mid-shaft, and pressed the tip of my cock against her. With a gentle push, I began to enter her. Prazzi pushed back with a moan, hungry for the feeling of me inside her.

Holding her by her tiny waist, I began thrusting in and out of her. Prazzi tossed her mane of blue hair and began slamming her ass against me, encouraging me to go harder and faster. I happily obliged, although that position wasn’t the best due to our size differences.

I gently pushed her forwards onto the bed and she laid on her stomach with her head resting on her crossed arms and her ass sticking up. After crawling over her, I lined myself up with her and entered her again, giving her long, deep strokes. She pushed her ass against me, meeting my every thrust and begging for more.

After a few minutes of that I took her by the shoulder and rolled her onto her side. I straddled her bottom leg and pushed the top one up, holding it by her chest. In this position, I could get incredibly deep—enough that I started slowly, so as not to hurt the tiny woman.

Prazzi moaned loudly each time I bottomed out inside her. I reached down and placed my right hand on her curvy bottom, squeezing it while I picked up the pace a bit. The feeling was incredible, and pushed me towards orgasm in practically no time.

As I came, I bent over and slipped my hand behind her neck, pulling her face to mine. We kissed and moaned around each other’s tongues and lips as I squirted my seed deep inside her.

I collapsed onto the bed and rolled onto my back, breathing hard. Prazzi immediately climbed on top of me and slipped my softening cock inside her, riding me for a moment while I was still able. The look on her face was pure bliss as she slid her hips up and down with her hands on my chest for support. Finally, she relaxed and laid her head on my shoulder, and I wrapped my arms around her.

“That certainly is a lot of fun,” she said, snuggling her head beneath my chin.

“I have to agree with you,” I said, letting my hand trace down her naked back and across her buttocks. She giggled and gyrated her hips briefly.

“I could stay here all night, but I have a temple to see to,” she said after a few minutes of silence. She had been so quiet that I had been about to check to see if she was asleep.

I held her tightly for another few seconds, then let her go. She lifted her hips, frowning slightly when I fell out of her, then rolled over to the side of the bed and slid off.

“Do you have any names picked out?” I asked, lacing my hands behind my head.

“A few, but I haven’t settled on anything,” she replied, walking towards her robe. She picked it up from the floor and slid her arms through it, then turned to me. “How about you?”

That was something I hadn’t given a ton of thought to yet, although I mentally chided myself for it. If I was going to have a hundred children, I should at least have a few names picked out, right? Although it seemed goblin naming conventions were quite different from what I was used to. I decided to ask Prazzi about it.

“Certain sounds and syllables are considered good luck among us,” she explained. “Doubled letters, for example. Do you know how to write in our language?”

“For the most part, yes,” I replied. “It’s only a little different than my own. Ulenor showed me on my first day here.”

Prazzi wrote her own name in the air. “My name has a doubled letter in it. Your wives are the same way.”

“Hmm,” I said, rubbing my chin as I thought about names that I liked. I could name my kid Wolverine if I wanted, but I would feel a bit like a tool. What names did I like? If I were to name my son or daughter after someone, who would it be?

“I like Marie,” I said finally. “Marie Curie. She was a scientist about a hundred years ago back in my world. Even when her work made her ill she persisted, until she died. Her contributions to science were still relevant a hundred years later.”

Prazzi nodded. “That sounds like a good woman to name a daughter after. What about for a boy?”

Where to begin? I could name my son after one of my favorite musicians, after famous scientists, after emperors and conquerors. I always thought Tiberius had been a cool name, but Star Trek ruined it for me.

“Arnold,” I said.

“That’s a strange sounding name,” Prazzi replied.

“And he was a strange sounding man,” I said with a laugh. “He began his life as a poor boy in a far away country, and through sheer determination and will became a famous actor. I grew up watching his old movies.” There were so many other names to choose from, But Ah-nuld’s was the first to pop into my head at that moment. I wasn’t sure if I would actually name my son Arnold, but it was a fun story and brought back lots of memories.

“I need to spend some time thinking of names,” I said as I slid off the bed and walked towards the bathtub.

“Well, I’d like to say you’ll get plenty of time to think about that tonight,” Prazzi began. “But we both know that’s not the case.” She smiled as she approached me. “Thanks again, Andrew.” She wrapped her arms around my waist and held me tightly.

I kissed the top of the sweet woman’s head. She would make a good mother to my child. It made me think that I would have to have a reunion every year where I got to see all of my children. A Clan Jones reunion.

Boy, wouldn’t that be something?
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Prazzi gave me a few minutes to wash up before sending more women into my room. When they entered, I struggled not to laugh with joy and instead hit it behind a friendly smile.

Each woman was stunningly beautiful, as I expected. Whereas yesterday each woman had blue hair, today they were all redheads. Among the five women that entered, every shade of red was represented; one woman had dark auburn hair, and another one had a fiery red braid so bright I wanted sunglasses. Another woman had hair a shade of orange-red that I associated with Ireland or Scotland, and the remaining two had hair the color of a red crayon.

They were organizing the women by hair color each day. I wondered what color tomorrow would bring.

They lined up in my room, half of them blushing at the sight of me so uncaringly naked in front of them. Thin robes covered their bodies, hanging from and accentuating their curves. One of the women glanced at her companions, then me, then shrugged and slid her robe off. It fell to the floor, revealing her toned body. The other women, seeing her, followed suit.

While the women yesterday had all been fit and toned, the women today were all different. One of the bright-haired women had a slender, almost skinny body, while the auburn-haired woman was on the chubby side and slightly thicker than Trina, if not quite so voluptuous. I appreciated the variety.

We all stood there for a few minutes, staring at each other. One of them giggled as I became erect, but we didn’t make any motions towards each other.

“Well,” the chubby woman said, looking at her companions. “I guess I’ll go first.”

She approached me with a dimpled smile and reached her hand out. I took her hand in mine and together we walked towards the bed.

“Just make yourselves comfortable,” I said to the other women. “Send for food if you’re hungry.”

I turned back to the chubby woman and had to fight the temptation to reach out and grab her plump bottom as we walked. I wanted to be certain of her comfort level, first.

That sentiment lasted about five seconds.

When she reached the bed she placed her hands on it and arched her back, sticking her full, round bottom out. She looked over her shoulder at me and smiled, wiggling her butt invitingly.

In an instant, my hands were all over her. I approached her from behind, letting my hands slide up her soft stomach and to her large, heavy breasts, which I squeezed. She pushed her bottom against my crotch and gently worked her hips in small circles.

Considering I was more than a foot taller than her, when she looked over her shoulder at me I was able to bend down and kiss her. Her lips were soft, her kisses gentle. I squeezed her breasts again and she moaned softly, still pressing her backside against me. Her arm came up and her fingers tangled in my hair, pulling me firmly but gently against her. We stayed that way for some time, kissing while I grabbed and squeezed her body. All too often I was jumping right between their thighs. It felt good to take my time.

I gave her breasts another squeeze and let my hands slide down her sides to her hips. Grabbing them firmly, I pressed myself against her.

“Please,” she said breathily. “Take me.”

Using my grip on her hips, I picked her up and set her kneeling on the bed. She practically thrust her ass at me, so I obliged her by squeezing it thoroughly, then sliding a hand between her thighs. As I expected, she was already wet and ready to go.

She bent over so that she was on her hands and knees and looked over her shoulder expectantly at me. I slapped a hand onto her voluptuous backside as I climbed onto the bed behind her. My manhood was iron-hard as I approached her, and she licked her full lips and watched me with a gleam of hunger in her eyes.

The moment I rubbed the head of my shaft against her, she pushed back against me. She was so wet that I slid most of the way inside her on the first thrust. By the second one we were going at it, her backing that thick ass of hers into me and me slamming my hips forward, sending waves through her delicious backside.

I always worried about being too rough with these tiny goblin women, but they seemed to be built for a pounding. She kept pushing back against me and my fingers gripped her waist hard as I worked back and forth like a piston.

“Let me roll over,” she said, suddenly shifting forwards so that I fell out of her. She quickly rolled onto her back and spread her legs wide, then reached both hands out for me.

I got on top of her and pushed myself inside her as quickly as I could. We kept going at it that way, with both of her arms around me while we kissed. I took a momentary break so I could kiss and lick on her large breasts, but she soon pulled me back to her face. She was a great kisser, so I wasn’t complaining.

She grabbed both of her legs behind her knees and pulled them wide, encouraging me to go deep. One of my hands went back to her breast and I gave it a squeeze right at the moment I came.

She wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me tightly against her as I grunted and gasped. My orgasm filled her with sperm, and she tossed her head back and called out “yes, yes!” with each of my thrusts.

“Oh, thank you Andrew,” she said, covering my face with soft kisses. She held me tightly, both arms and legs wrapped around me, keeping me inside her as she whispered her thanks against my ear.

I almost told her I was glad to provide a service, but ultimately decided against it and instead just held her. It turned out to be the right move.

“Let’s hope your seed takes root,” she said, sliding off the bed. She stretched her arms over her head, causing her large breasts to move, and then went to fetch her robe. I kissed her one last time, then watched her plump bottom undulate as she crossed the room.

I walked a few feet behind her, heading to the bathtub. The water was still plenty warm, so I grabbed a washrag and wiped myself down. I figured the least I could do for these women was be clean for them.

The two women with crayon-red hair stood near the bathtub, talking with each other. When I approached they both smiled, then looked uncertainly at each other, deciding who would go next. I solved the problem for them by taking the hand of the woman on the left.

She blushed as I pulled her to me. She had a slender figure with small breasts and a firm, perky backside but wide set hips and a thigh gap I couldn’t keep my eyes off of. I scooped her up into my arms, then walked over to the bed.

“Any requests?” I asked her.

“Get me pregnant,” she said wryly.

I laughed and continued to the bed, upon which I gently laid her. She stretched her arms overhead and bent one knee, clearly more to show off her body than to actually stretch her muscles. I climbed onto the bed with her and slid next to her, getting comfortable.

“I just need a minute and I’ll be ready,” I said, slipping an arm beneath her head.

“Of course,” she said, making herself comfortable. She threw a slender leg across mine and placed her head on my shoulder. Her hand trailed down my stomach, almost tickling me before grabbing onto my cock. She squeezed it gently and moved her hand up and down, waiting patiently for me to get another erection.

“It’s amazing how you can go again so soon,” she said, sliding down so that she could take my member into her mouth. She practically swallowed me, her lips around the base of my shaft, then sucked hard all the way to the tip. Almost immediately, my body responded by sending blood down to my crotch, and I was hard again in no time.

“It is,” I said, agreeing with her. “It’s a blessing from Zozella herself.”

She continued sucking on me, tucking her red hair behind her ear to give me a better view. She was quite skilled at fellatio and would have finished me that way if I hadn’t stopped her. With another wry grin, she straddled me and took me inside her.

“This is your favorite position, right?” she asked, her small breasts bouncing as she rode me.

I laughed and gave her a few hard thrusts, then relaxed and let her do most of the work. “I suppose it is. I’m glad everyone knows that, now.”

“Knowing the best way to get you off is important,” she said, still bouncing up and down. “You’re doing a lot of work here, and I want to make sure you finish.” She suddenly leaned forwards, placing her arms on either side of my head so she could kiss me. “Go ahead and grab it,” she said, smiling before kissing me again.

I laughed in spite of myself. It appeared that everyone knew about my habits in bed. At least they approved.

I reached down with both hands and got a firm grasp on her taut backside, then bent my legs to support her. After squeezing her ass a few times, I began thrusting into her, hard and fast. She leaned back, closing her eyes and biting her bottom lip to stifle a moan. The sound of our flesh striking filled the room, as did her happy moans and coos.

My fingers dug into her ass as I reached the point of no return. She moaned loudly and I shoved my hips upward, holding her tightly against me, making her take every inch as I came. I shouted as I orgasmed, and she pushed her ass against me, taking it like a champ.

She collapsed against my chest, both of us breathing hard. I didn’t have much chest hair, but she drew circles across my chest with a fingertip, smiling.

“I’m glad you lived up to your reputation,” she said. “You’re a strange creature from a strange world, but that was amazing.”

“Thanks, I think,” I said between breaths. I held her tightly for a few minutes while I caught my breath, then let her go. I stayed there on the bed for a bit, waiting for my heart to stop pounding. I looked out across the room at the three women that remained.

“Next!” I called out
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My wives came to see me later that night, right as I was finishing up with the last woman. After orgasming—loudly, as usual—I rolled over onto my back, breathing hard.

The door opened and my wives entered. Lossia hurried towards me, a smile on her plump lips, while Thilli and Cirro remained near the door.

"I'd recognize that sound anywhere," Cirro said, putting her hands on her hips. "I swear, I could hear you cum halfway across the city."

"You're welcome," I said with a laugh. I shuffled over to the woman lying next to me and took her hand. She looked warily at my wives, but I leaned in and kissed her softly. "Thank you," I said.

With that, she moved off the bed. She scooped her robe up from the floor and slid her arms into it, taking a moment to awkwardly curtsey to my wives.

"Mothers," she said respectfully. She held her robe closed with one hand and moved towards the door.

"Thank you for serving our people," Thilli said, regal as any queen.

Speaking of royalty, Lossia climbed onto the bed next to me. After kissing me, she cuddled up next to me and pressed her cheek against mine, almost like a cat.

“I missed you,” she whispered.

“I missed you too,” I said, wrapping an arm around her.

“She wouldn’t stop talking about you,” Cirro said, approaching the bed. She sighed dramatically. “She’s completely besotted with you. She’s a lost cause.”

“Aww, honey,” I said quietly, holding Lossia tightly. “What did I ever do to deserve you?” I whispered.

Lossia suddenly laughed. “To be fair, you’re still working on your part of the bargain. But I know you’ll get there. I believe in you.” She looked over her shoulder at Cirro and Thilli. “We all do.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Cirro said wryly.

She and Thilli walked over to the bed and climbed on.

“How did things go with Shaug?” I asked. “Do you have our house all planned and ready to be built?” I meant it as sarcasm, but Thilli seemed to take it as a serious question.

“Somewhat,” she said, shuffling across the bed on her knees.

She moved onto my right side, while Cirro snuggled between Lossia and me. It was a bit cramped, but I wouldn’t change it for anything in the world. Although I realized we would have to figure out a place for Anna to lay.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Lossia kissed the top of Cirro’s head, then nuzzled against my cheek before speaking.

“He has so many designs,” she explained. “And for every room. He had fifty different kitchen layouts. Fifty!”

“I hope you told him you wanted a red kitchen,” I said, squeezing Thilli. She chuckled under her breath and snuggled closer.

“It’s going to be a big house,” Cirro said from her spot by my chest. “We’ll need a lot of bedrooms.”

“I’m trying to get some help with building the house,” I said. “It’ll be a serious undertaking. Thanks for taking care of the design, by the way.”

“That’s what wives are for,” Thilli said. “Who knows where you’d be without us.”

“I definitely wouldn’t be as happy as I am now,” I said, and settled back against my pillow.

I was asleep within minutes. My dreams that night were of us in our future home, just a big, happy family with a few kids running around.

Cirro must have been tired, for she didn’t wake me for a midnight romp as usual. Or perhaps she was beginning to appreciate the value of a full night’s rest. Either way, I slept like a baby.

My room in the temple didn’t have any windows as it had previously been used for storage. While that usually didn’t matter and I enjoyed the privacy, I found myself thinking that the perfect way to wake up after a night like that would have been with the morning sun gently illuminating my room.

I slid out from beneath the pile of beautiful women and yawned as I walked to my washbasin. Even first thing in the morning I could have asked Prazzi to send servants with hot water, but I didn’t bother. I splashed some cool water on my face and brushed my teeth, then patted myself dry with a thick white towel.

My wives woke a few minutes after me and slowly wandered over to the washbasin to clean up. Lossia hugged me and leaned her head against my shoulder while waiting for her turn to wash her face. I kissed the top of her purple-haired head.

“What are your plans today?” she asked, looking up at me.

“Heading back to the training grounds to help get our local soldiers into shape,” I said. “And me too, for that matter. I’ll be doing the workouts with them.”

Cirro grunted. Previously, she had expressed concern that war would permanently change their way of life. I had told her that it was unavoidable. Vogrim had brought the war to us, and I was working my hardest to ensure we all survived.

“So, what color will they be tonight?” I asked, referring to the hair color of the women coming to my room. The first night had been blue and last night had been red.

“Green,” Cirro said. “The best hair color, of course.” Her own hair was a beautiful shade of emerald green, just slightly tinged with blue in the sunlight.

I grinned at her and she smiled back. “I appreciate the effort you put in,” I said.

“I’ll be talking with the mayor about our journey to the south,” Thilli said.

“I spoke with him the other day about it,” I said. “He said he would have supplies ready for us. We still need armor and a sword for you, though. You might want to come with me today to pick those out.”

“I’ll go ahead and talk with him anyways, just to be safe,” Thilli said. “I just need to grab a few things before we go,” she said, stretching her arms over her head.

“Where from?” I asked, suddenly curious. “I don’t think I’ve ever asked that before. Where do you three stay when you’re not with me?”

Thilli laughed. “Right here in the temple. We each have rooms on the other side. We’re just good at hiding it from you, in case we want some space.”

“Guess you just ruined that,” Cirro said. Thilli laughed again.

“I might as well have my things brought in here,” Lossia said, looking up at me. “I’ve barely been back to my room the past week or so. Moving in with you makes more sense, especially since we’ll all live together in a house soon.”

Cirro opened the door and called out for a few servants while I selected my clothing for the day. Wearing the same thing every day—boots, breeches, a white shirt, a light jacket if it was cool enough—got me thinking about men’s fashion in this goblin city. More specifically, how it was lacking. Women wore dresses, skirts and blouses, some even wore pants and blouses, but men typically wore what was in front of me with little variation. It was time to invent shorts. Shorts and sandals.

Well, maybe when the weather warmed a bit. For now I’d introduce them to sweaters.

Servants brought hot water and trays of fresh food into the room, and we began our morning rituals. Hard cheese, fresh-baked crusty bread with butter, and an assortment of fruits made for a delicious breakfast while the women took turns soaking in the bathtub. Surprisingly enough, Lossia was the fastest one, hopping in, scrubbing herself, and drying off in a matter of minutes whereas Thilli lounged and soaked for half an hour.

When all that was done, we parted ways and began our day. After a round of hugs and kisses, Lossia and Cirro left, arm in arm, while Thilli and I walked towards the military district.

She smiled at me and slipped her hand in mine as we walked. Thilli was definitely warming to me; it was only a matter of time before she was as head over heels in love with me as Lossia, but it was nice to see the progress.

Lossia wore the breeches, blouse, and snug-fitting vest that she had worn when we visited Nerras a few days earlier. The way the clothes accentuated her figure certainly made her a sight for sore eyes.

“So,” I began. “Fighting in armor is a bit more difficult than in what you’re wearing now, but I’m sure you’ll adjust quickly. We’ll get you a helmet and shield, and preferably something lightweight. That’ll keep you safe and still let you move around.”

“Who’s going to carry all that?” she asked.

“It’ll all go on our wagon,” I said. “Just you wait and see. I want to find a way to ensure one of Vogrim’s spies sees our wagon. The whole thing is a message to him.”

“And just what kind of message are you trying to send to him?” Thilli asked, looking up at me curiously.

“That I’m coming for him,” I said. “That none of his monsters will survive.”

Thilli made a strangled sound. “Okay, mister dark and grim.”

“These things are important,” I said, rounding a corner. “We need to let Vogrim know that we won’t back down. That our spirit can’t be broken.”

We entered the military district and after a few minutes I found Captain Muller. He bowed deeply to Thilli and shook my hand, then led me to the training field.

Four dozen soldiers were standing there in a reasonably neat formation, waiting for us. First things first, I helped them form up in straighter lines. Then, I ran everyone through a rigorous exercise drill—Thilli and Captain Muller included. Today’s workout was extremely basic, just push ups, crunches, and jogging a lap around the training field. We repeated that until everyone was ready to drop, and I made sure Captain Muller praised the soldiers he saw pushing themselves the hardest.

“Had I realized I would be sweating this much, I wouldn’t have taken a bath this morning,” Thilli grumbled, giving me a sidelong glance. “If only someone had told me.”

“We’ll clean up after this, don’t worry,” I said. “And we’ll grab lunch and go for a walk with Anna.”

Thilli nodded at that. After our morning exercise, each soldier grabbed a practice spear and we began attack drills. I focused on the basic moves that Nerras had shown me, and explained to the soldiers that I wanted them to do these until the moves were so familiar they could do them in their sleep.

I also had the soldiers grab shields and move into a tight phalanx formation, wielding the extra long spears I had requested. The second rank placed their spears over the shoulders of the first, and the third rank did the same.

“Anyone that wants to get close to you will have ten feet of spears to deal with,” I explained. If they somehow manage to push the first row aside, they’ll get hit by more spears three feet in., and once again in another few feet. From the front, you’ll be practically indestructible. We’ll protect your flanks with archers and cavalry if we’re on a field. In the city, you’ll be between buildings.”

Some of them blinked in confusion when I mentioned cavalry, and I realized they probably had no clue what I meant. When we finished the training, I spoke for a few minutes with Captain Muller, explaining the basics of cavalry and how important it would be. He nodded and said he would select a dozen soldiers right away to start training for it. He also ordered two dozen lances to be made.

After that, we went to the armory. They had been producing brigandine gambesons at my direction, and one in particular had been made smaller, for a woman’s frame, with extra room in the chest. Thilli tried it on, grumbling half the time about the fit, but finally looked down at herself and smiled.

“I suppose I’m ready to go, right?” She asked with a lopsided smile.

“Almost,” I said. I spoke with the armorer and he merrily produced a helmet. It was surprisingly lightweight, with bronze ridges down the side and leather padding within. This particular helmet had been shaped to allow for extra hair.

“You’ll need to put your hair in a braid to keep it out of the way,” I said to Thilli as I handed her the helmet.

She grabbed a handful of her wavy black locks and frowned at them. Black hair was rare among goblins, and hers was a point of pride. She gave me a tight-lipped nod, which turned to a frown when I handed her a lightweight shield.

“How do you move around in all of this?” she asked, half joking. “Ugh, and I’m not even wearing my sword. This will take some getting used to.”

“You’ll have to learn quickly,” I said. “We leave in a few days.”

“Sometimes I wonder what happened to my sanity,” Thilli muttered. “I’m clearly insane for wanting to go with you.”

I stepped closer and placed a hand on her armored shoulder. “Listen, Thilli. You can stay here with Lossia, Anna, and Cirro. No one will think any less of you for not going.”

“No!” she said sharply. She looked up at me, fire smoldering in her violet eyes. “My people are everything to me, Andrew. I will do whatever it takes to save them.”

“I respect that,” I told her, helping her remove her armor. “And I promise I’ll keep you safe.”

She gave me a look that said she didn’t need any protection, but ultimately handed her things back to the armorer and whispered something to him. He examined the armor and shield while she spoke and nodded.

“Anything for one of the Mothers,” he said, bowing his head. “Personally, I think that’s a splendid idea.”

“So, what do you have planned?” I asked her as we left.

“You’ll see,” she said with a grin that was mischievous enough for Cirro.

She slipped her hand in mine and we left the armory together. We walked back to the temple at a casual pace, enjoying the cool air and bright sun.

“Let’s go clean up,” I said.
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That night, a half dozen women with green hair came to visit me in my room. One of them looked so much like Cirro she could have been the woman’s sister. As usual, the women represented many different body types, from waif slender to deliciously voluptuous.

I was grateful they were only sending five or six women per night to my room. In York I had been sleeping with a dozen women per night, which had only been possible due to Zozella’s blessing and a special potion crafted by Ulenor. Even with those it had left me completely drained and exhausted each night, not to mention dehydrated. Five or six were much more manageable numbers than a full dozen.

Once again my wives came into my room right as I was finishing with the last women. This time, Cirro rushed towards the bed and slapped me on my bare ass right as I orgasmed. I broke out into laughter right as I finished.

The candidates each night were often nervous when my wives entered, but my wives were always kind with them, and often would offer them food or drink and talk with them for a while before sending them away.

The next night, all of the women had hair in shades of blonde and yellow. One woman had hair as bright as Ozee, damn near the color of a lemon. Another had sandy blonde hair that almost looked strange against her pale green goblin skin. Her eyes were even bright blue.

One of the yellow-haired women was obsessed with going down on me and damn near finished me off that way before I reminded her that she was supposed to be getting pregnant. She blushed and rolled onto her back so I could pump a round into her. She had gotten me so close, it took an embarrassingly short amount of time for me to finish with her. As soon as I was done, she pushed me onto my back and sucked on me for a few minutes again.

Something strange happened that night with one of the yellow-haired women. One woman hung around on the far side of the room, waiting until the rest of the women had finished. When she walked over towards the bed, she seemed reluctant. She climbed onto the bed, giving me a smile that was beautiful but forced. I could tell right away that something was amiss.

“Hey, are you alright?” I asked, sitting up.

“Of course I am,” she replied with another smile. “How should we start?”

“No, seriously,” I said, holding a hand up to halt her. “What’s bothering you?”

“I—”she began. She took a deep breath. “I’m here to serve my people. Please, mate with me so that I might become pregnant.” She awkwardly rolled onto her back and spread her legs, not quite meeting my eyes. It was subtle, but I picked up on it right away.

“Hey,” I said, reaching out and touching her arm. She flinched when my fingers brushed against her skin. “Look, I can tell that something is bothering you. Just relax for a moment and tell me what’s going on. Is that okay?”

“Are you not going to mate with me?” she asked, suddenly sounding nervous. “Am I not pretty enough? Do you not want me?”

“You’re as beautiful as can be,” I told her. “And of course I want you. I suppose the more important question is do you want me?”

She hesitated, just long enough to prove my point.

“Of course I do,” she began.

“Why are you here?” I asked her softly. I pulled the blanket over my crotch in an attempt to put her at ease.

She sighed heavily and let her legs relax. I reached back and grabbed a pillow and tossed it to her, and she covered herself with it. Some of the tension seemed to melt out of her.

“Thanks,” she said, straightening up. “I’m here because of my parents. I overheard them talking about you, saying that they wished I could come here and help save our people. My mother said she would do it herself, but she’s too old.”

“Look, if you aren’t ready for this, then I’m not going to push you into it,” I said. “We don’t have to do anything. We can just sit here and talk for a moment if you’d like.”

She was hesitant at first, but slowly opened up and told me her story.

Her parents were poor and wanted the good fortune of having one of my children as their grandchild, as that was seen as a blessing from Zozella herself. Her father had been a farrier until an unruly mare had kicked him and injured his back. He had been unable to work since then, so the woman’s mother earned their pay while the father looked over the house. They kept their heads above water, but only just.

“And they think if I get you pregnant that will somehow alter the course of their lives?” I asked.

She nodded. “I only just became a woman a few weeks ago. I’m not ready for this.” She looked up at me. “I’m sorry.”

“Hey, don’t be sorry. Here, put your clothes back on.” I hopped off the bed and pulled my breeches on while she grabbed her robe. She hung her head in shame, but I held a hand out and motioned for her to come close.

I opened the door and pulled her out with me. After a few minutes of walking around, I found Prazzi.

“Do you need anything, Andrew?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I replied. “And I hope I’m not out of line in asking this, but…can you give her a job?” If her family needed money, that was a much better way of going about it.

Prazzi blinked a few times as if caught off guard by my question, then looked down at the young woman. She smiled, then slipped an arm around the young woman’s shoulders. “I think we can find something for her to do here. Zozella always appreciates those that serve her.”

The young woman pulled away from Prazzi and wrapped her arms around me, holding me tightly. “Thank you, Andrew,” she said, looking up at me with unshed tears in her eyes.

I leaned down and kissed her on her forehead. “My pleasure.” I smiled at Prazzi, then went back to my room.

Right as I reached the door, Prazzi called my name. I turned and saw she had followed me halfway.

“What’s this about, Andrew?” she asked.

“I’m just trying to help people,” I replied. “That woman doesn’t need to be a mother. She just needs to earn a living and help her family.”

Prazzi gave me an approving smile, then a slight curtsey and returned to the young woman.

It had been a long day, so when I got back to my room I took a quick bath in the cool tub, not even bothering to call for fresh water. After that I dried off and went straight to bed.

Not much time passed before my wives came into the room. I had only just fallen asleep, so the sound of the door closing pulled me from my slumber.

After cleaning up, they removed their clothes and came to the bed. The pile of bodies felt heavier than usual, so I peeled my eyes open to see what was different.

To my surprise, Anna was with them. She curled up on my left side while Thilli laid her head on my right shoulder. Lossia and Cirro were curled up on the other side of Anna.

“Anna!” I said.

“We decided to try her out for a few days, to see how we all get along,” Lossia said, crawling over Anna so she could kiss me. Her huge breasts covered Anna’s surprised face. We both looked down and laughed.

“Sorry,” Lossia said, and went back to Cirro.

“I’ve had worse,” Anna replied with a shrug. She snuggled up to me and held onto my arm.

“Prazzi told us what you did,” Thilli said.

I groaned in spite of myself. I wasn’t trying to earn any brownie points and I didn’t want my actions talked about. I was just trying to do the right thing.

“That was very kind of you,” Thilli said.

“You changed that woman’s life in a better way than mating with her would have,” Anna added.

“Can we sleep now?” I asked. “You can swoon over me in the morning. I’m tired.” I yawned loudly to demonstrate.

Thilli laughed and tried to punch me in the shoulder, but she was too close for more than just a nudge. She settled down close to me, kissed me on the side of my neck, and we all went to sleep.

Waking up in the center of a pile of beautiful women was something I was quickly becoming fond of. When I remembered that my future was going to be filled with that, I grinned like an idiot.

“What’s got you so happy this morning?” Anna asked, looking up at me.

“You,” I said, kissing the top of her head.

“Someone’s in a good mood,” Thilli said, stretching an arm over her head. She yawned and flopped onto her back. “I’m just glad you’re not one of those men that naturally wakes up super early each morning. I don’t think I could stand that. I don’t need to sleep in until lunchtime or anything, but I want my rest.”

I avoided telling her that I was, in fact, one of those guys that naturally woke up around six in the morning every day. I was just so tired from all the breeding that I slept in late. In the future, I suppose I would just have to learn to sleep in a little later.

My last few days in Gillamoor went by in a blur of push ups, tits, and magical training. I started each morning by heading to the military district to train with the soldiers and build a closer bond with them. We grew stronger together, which helped them to trust me. After the physical training we drilled with spears and bows. Captain Muller and I sparred with practice swords. The leaders did a good job of correcting form and inspecting weapons, and I let them know I was proud of their progress.

After that I went back to the temple for a hearty lunch, then cleaned up and met with Anna for a short walk. She was good at finding hidden nooks and alleys for us to make love in.

For my final days, I met with Ulenor after my walks with Anna. He trained me with magic and helped me to learn better control over the powers I developed. My abilities were still growing by leaps and bounds, he said, and I was finally getting to the point where I could use magic without being exhausted afterwards.

Dinner was also eaten in the temple. Prazzi seemed to enjoy taking care of me, and always ensured only the best food made it onto my platter. With all the exercise and fresh food, I felt great.

Once the hardest part of my days were done, I went back to my room and got ready for the women. I tried to bathe each day—I figured it was just common decency—and organized the room a bit.

After the green-haired women and the yellow-haired women came varying shades of pink and violet. These women reminded me of Lossia, and their hair always made me think of cotton candy. I relished these last few days, enjoying every moment I spent with the women. I sucked on every nipple, grabbed every ass, and treated them like they were the most important women in the world.

The next day, Lossia surprised me before dinner. She usually spent the days with Cirro and Thilli, planning our house and helping Mayor Beezle, so I wasn’t expecting her.

She entered my room and my jaw dropped. A strange dress that looked almost like a robe clung to her narrow waist and wide hips, and only just covered her breasts, leaving the inner curves bare. Her purple hair hung in waves around her shoulders and she twirled a strand around her finger as she approached me.

“Lossia,” I said. “It’s nice to see you. Are you joining me for dinner today?”

She didn’t answer, at least not with words. Her bright green eyes smoldered and she gently pushed me back towards the bed. I let myself be pushed there—I would have to be an idiot to stop her.

She had teased me a few days earlier. Was today the day? Were we finally going to go all the way?

Lossia pushed me back onto the bed and climbed on top of me, straddling me. She wore nothing beneath her dress, so I got a wonderful view of her inner thighs, then of her breasts as she leaned down to kiss me.

She kissed me for quite some time, gently and passionately. After several minutes, she finally began unlacing my shirt. I helped her, and unlaced my pants as well. I tried not to appear overly excited, like a teenage boy at his first time.

She sat right on my erect penis and wiggled her hips slightly, giving me a coy smile. Slowly, she unlaced the front of her dress, then let it slide from her arms and off her body, revealing her large breasts.

I wasn’t sure exactly where this was going, so I let her take the wheel. She gave her hips another wiggle, then slowly slid down my body. I had been hoping she would ride me, but instead she took me in her mouth and began sucking. I was already fully erect, so she gripped the base with her slender hand and sucked on the end, as if she had been taking lessons from Thilli.

From how amazing it felt, perhaps she had. I certainly wasn’t complaining. Her full lips sucked on the head, then took almost all of me until she gagged, then repeated the process. She sucked on my dick like she was dying of poison and the antidote was in my balls. She was a woman possessed.

I reached down and asked her to turn her body around. She stopped sucking on me for just long enough to bring her legs up. I grabbed onto her thigh and pulled her onto my face, then began sucking and licking on her clitoris while she went back to sucking on me.

Considering how Lossia was still oddly afraid of going all the way, this was a big step in the right direction. I lapped at her sweet pussy while my hands squeezed on her plump bottom. She continued sucking on me, almost aggressively, while I did my best to please her. I reached my hand down and licked my middle finger, getting it wet, then gently worked it inside her bottom.

Lossia moaned around my shaft, then went back to sucking it even harder than before. I worked my finger in and out of her tight rear hole and after a few minutes felt her body begin to stiffen. I myself was also almost there, so her reaching orgasm pushed me over the edge.

Her tight little asshole squeezed my finger right as she came. She managed to moan loudly while keeping my cock buried in her mouth. I practically shouted into her pussy as I erupted like a volcano, squirting line after line of thick cum down her throat. She sucked it down, swallowing every drop, while her entire body shook. Her orgasm lasted a surprisingly long time, perhaps due to all the stimulation she was receiving.

As soon as she was done she collapsed on me. I laughed and kissed her pussy, then helped her roll over. She stayed on her back for a few minutes, breathing heavily, then reached out for me. I cuddled up next to her and she held my face against hers.

When we could breathe again, I asked Prazzi for some hot water. Servants came into the room and filled the tub, and then I hopped in. Somewhat unsurprisingly, Lossia got in with me. She plopped that plump rear end of hers right down on my lap and made herself right at home.

“Comfortable?” I asked, leaning back.

“Hold on,” she said, wiggling her hips side to side a bit, teasing me. “Yes, quite.”

She took a washrag and a thick cake of soap and washed herself off, even lathering up her violet hair. After rinsing, she handed me the washrag and leaned forwards, pressing her round bottom firmly against my crotch. I laughed, but scrubbed her back.

“Thanks,” she said, turning so she could kiss me. She stood up, let some of the water drip off her, then grabbed a towel and dried herself right next to the tub, making sure to bend over and give me quite the view.

As her shyness melted away, she seemed to enjoy teasing me more and more. I didn’t mind at all.

With the washrag still in my hand, I pried my eyes away from her fantastic body and washed myself. When I was done, Lossia stood next to the tub with a fresh towel in hand, waiting for me. I took it with a word of thanks and quickly dried myself off. As soon as I was mostly dry, I grabbed her and pulled her to me.

“I love you more with every passing day,” I said to her.

She squeezed me in return. “I love you too, Andrew.” She sighed and laid her head against my chest.

We stood that way for a few minutes, fully naked and still half wet from the bath, just holding each other tightly and enjoying the moment. Eventually, Lossia got dressed, kissed me, and left to join the others.

I found myself alone in my room with nothing to do, which wasn’t something I was accustomed to. Only one day remained in this city, then I would be leaving.

Prazzi stuck her head in my room, interrupting my swirling thoughts. Upon seeing me in here, she smiled and said dinner would be coming in just a moment.

The food was what I had come to expect by now; a small bird, like a rotisserie chicken but slightly smaller, with some slices of hard cheese and a bowl of grapes. A glass of wine accompanied the meal, which went down smoothly. I thanked the serving woman who took my platter from me, not even noticing her sultry smile.

After dinner came the women. For my last day, black-haired women had been selected. I imagined that had been Thilli’s doing. Black hair was considered quite rare among goblins, so I was a bit surprised they had found enough eligible women to send half a dozen to my room

I took my time with these women. As I was going to be leaving soon on a dangerous trip to the south, I wanted to enjoy my final days repopulating. I gave each woman as much attention as possible, making each feel appreciated and special.

From the corner of my eye I saw Thilli peek her head in through the door. I looked over and made eye contact, then mouthed the words “I love you” and smiled at her before returning to my work. Lucky for me, my “work” at that moment was a large breasted goblin woman bouncing up and down on my crotch.

There was a hint of something in Thilli’s gaze as she smiled back; not quite jealousy, but I could tell she didn’t take this lightly. Perhaps it was finally beginning to affect her.

When I finished with the last woman I held her tightly and kissed her deeply, although my heart longed for my wives. The woman’s beautiful pink eyes looked into mine, filled with appreciation, and we kissed again for a moment. She snuggled against my chest, my cock still inside her, and sighed, just enjoying the moment. I couldn’t blame her. It was quite nice.

But eventually, it was time for them to leave. I kissed the woman once again and thanked her for the gift of her body—something I had been saying to many of the women to show how I appreciated them. She left, and soon after my wives came in. Anna was with them again.

I pulled all four of them in for a tight, slightly awkward hug. I kissed the top of Cirro’s head, then Thilli’s temple. The gravity of my situation was beginning to make itself known in my thoughts; I was leaving for a potentially deadly mission very soon, so all I wanted was these women.

We went to bed, cuddled up as usual. I stared into Thilli’s violet eyes for a while, drinking in her beauty. She finally blushed and kissed me, then we all went to sleep.
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The sun was almost at its zenith as I approached the formation. Three platoons of soldiers in their best outfits stood at attention, each with a platoon leader in front.

I wore a dark green jacket like the rest of them. Trina had made it for me at the last minute, and only demanded a quickie for payment. My breeches were brown and my boots nearly black, like the rest of the goblins. I had rubbed my boots with a cold biscuit early that morning until they gleamed, and spent an hour on my uniform, making sure everything was absolutely perfect.

Captain Muller stood in front of the formation, facing me. When I approached him, he saluted me.

“Good morning, Andrew,” he said.

“Good morning, Captain,” I said as I returned his salute. Many of them wanted to affix some title to me, but I preferred my own name. “Let’s conduct this inspection.” I had instructed him on a basic, stripped-down version of a uniform inspection as well as its importance. I didn’t have high hopes for the first one, but I was glad to take this first step with the soldiers.

He nodded slightly and executed an about face, then looked over at the first platoon leader. “Report,” he ordered.

“First platoon all present,” the platoon leader said, saluting.

Captain Muller returned his salute and repeated the command for the second platoon leader, then the third.

“Third platoon all accounted for,” the third platoon leader said, saluting.

“Who’s missing?” Captain Muller asked.

“Private Laddes hurt his shoulder this morning and is with one of the healers,” the platoon leader answered.

“Make sure you inspect his uniform when he’s done.” Captain Muller returned the salute, then executed an about face so that he was facing me. “All accounted for,” he said, saluting.

I returned his salute sharply, then looked down at his uniform.

He had done a pretty good job of putting it together considering this was probably his first proper uniform inspection in his entire career. The golden-yellow bands at the bottoms of his sleeves were perfectly straight. Mayor Beezle had talked with Colonel Chuleel and had ordered small ribbons made by a local jeweler for all the soldiers that had fought in the Battle of Gillamoor. The ribbon—solid red with two green stripes—sat proudly on the right side of Captain Muller’s chest, right above a horizontal seam. I wore one on my own jacket as well.

“What is the exact placement of this ribbon according to our new regulations?” I asked him quietly, so that the others couldn’t hear.

“One quarter inch above the seam, centered,” he answered, equally quiet.

“Good,” I told him. “I think yours is a tiny bit high.” I pulled a palm-sized ruler from my pocket and placed it against his jacket. As it turns out, the goblin inch was almost exactly the same size as the imperial inch that I was used to, which made things easy. Captain Muller’s ribbon was about one millimeter too high.

“You’re a captain,” I whispered. “There is no room for error at your rank. Each of these soldiers should be able to look at your uniform and immediately know that it’s perfectly to standard. Make sure you fix that tonight.”

He nodded, just slightly. “Thanks,” he said.

“No problem. Your boots look great, by the way. Your breeches as well. Good job, captain. Remember, when you succeed, everyone succeeds. Now let’s go inspect the troops.”

His smile was incredibly slight, but filled with pride. He deserved it. I could tell the man had put real effort into his uniform.

Captain Muller fell in on my left and we approached the first platoon leader. We examined his uniform closely, and I was pleased to hear Captain Muller comment on a wrinkle on the man’s breeches. That was the sort of attention to detail I was looking for. Overall, the platoon leader looked good. Not great, but solidly good.

We moved on to first squad. The squad leader’s uniform looked okay, but not quite passable, even for a first inspection. I pointed out his poorly hemmed sleeves and dull boots, while Captain Muller noticed that the man’s single ribbon was slightly crooked. He paled under our criticism but otherwise took it well.

The first platoon leader frowned at the squad leader. “I expected better, sergeant,” he said quietly. “Make sure you have this fixed before our next inspection. If you need a new copy of our regulations, let me know. I’m here to help you succeed.”

Good. That was the exact kind of leadership I was trying to encourage.

The soldiers in first squad looked about as I expected privates to look. Which was to say, bad. Only one of them had put any real effort into his boots, and while they all proudly wore the ribbon commemorating the Battle of Gillamoor, none of them had it on correctly.

Two of them needed haircuts, as well. I wasn’t trying to recreate my army days, where every soldier was expected to be freshly trimmed every Monday morning, but I wanted them looking neat and sharp. Fortunately, goblin men didn’t really grow any facial hair until they were in their fifties or sixties, so we didn’t have to worry about that.

“When was the last time you oiled your bow?” I asked the private in front of me. I had recently learned that it was critically important to rub oil into the wood of their bows to keep the wood from drying out and becoming brittle.

He opened his mouth, closed it, then stammered his answer. “I’m not sure, sir. I think about a week ago. Maybe more.”

“Private Joor, fall out and step to the rear of the formation,” the platoon leader said in a quiet growl. “You are to do push ups until we are done with the inspection.”

Private Joor saluted the platoon leader, then looked down briefly at his jacket that he probably felt he had worked so hard on.

“Take your fucking jacket off so you don’t get it dirty,” the platoon leader hissed. “Move!”

At least Private Joor broke ranks correctly. He took a single step back, then hurried to his left, which was the quickest way out of the formation. Then, he moved behind the rest of the platoon and removed his jacket, gently folded it, and set it on the grass next to him. After a deep breath, he began doing push ups. I kept an eye on him between soldiers. The man was winded after twenty.

The rest of the soldiers were in a similar state. To be honest I fully expected this, and I was pleasantly surprised they looked as good as they did, but as I had explained to the officers the day before, standards were standards. Changing the standards was never an option. The only choice was to encourage the soldiers to meet the standards.

It took roughly an hour to finish the inspection, and the soldiers in third platoon were getting a bit antsy by the time we made it over there. That was another thing I fully understood, but something that would still need to be addressed.

By the time we finished, a full third of the company was behind the formation, doing push ups. I quietly told the platoon leaders to get the soldiers back into the formation, and they quickly obliged. The soldiers stuffed themselves back into their jackets and hurried back into the ranks, breathing hard but standing straight as arrows.

“Listen up, soldiers,” I said from my place in the front of the formation, standing next to Captain Muller. “I imagine some of you think we were a little too strict with you today. I expect that, so I want you to understand why we’re doing this.”

I quickly reminded myself that they were pacifists, so I had to word things so they would understand. Although after the Battle of Gillamoor, they couldn’t really call themselves pacifists any longer. These were soldiers that had their first taste of war.

“When you wear your dress uniform, you will wear it with pride. Anyone that sees you in it will see a squared-away soldier with nothing out of place. Ever. This uniform is a symbol of how prepared you are. It is a symbol of your attention to detail. If you wear a wrinkled coat, that not only looks bad on you, but on your fellow soldiers and the entire company. That will not be allowed.

“I know you men are going through a lot of difficult training right now,” I continued, pacing in front of the formation. “It will all pay off. Your next uniform inspection will be when I return from the south. I don’t expect perfection, but I expect a marked improvement from today. We are also going to conduct a physical fitness test to make sure you’re all in good enough shape to protect this city. I expect some of you, like Private Joor, are going to be very good at pushups.”

That got a few chuckles out of the men, Private Joor included.

“Some of you may have heard rumors that we expect Vogrim to attack again,” I said, wiping the laughter from their faces. I needed them to understand how serious this was. We weren’t holding a beauty pageant with these uniforms. Likewise, all the exercise wasn’t just for good looks.

“We expect him to attack, we just don’t know when,” I said. “But when he does come, I expect you all to be ready. Each of you will be physically fit. Each of you will be an expert with a bow, a crossbow, and a spear. There is no room for failure, as failure means death. The death of you, your fellow soldiers, and your families.

“So take your training seriously, men, same with your appearance. When I see a soldier with a neat uniform, I feel confident that soldier sharpened his spear and installed a fresh bow string. When I see a soldier in good shape, I know that’s a soldier that can hold a spear against a charging minotaur.”

My words were met with deafening silence. The seriousness of the situation they found themselves in was really beginning to take root. After the Battle of Gillamoor, many of the men seemed to assume we had truly driven Vogrim’s minions away and wouldn’t have to worry about them for a good long time.

“Every time you train, remember what you’re fighting for,” I told them. “Not only do you fight for your family and your friends, but for your fellow soldiers. Remember what Vogrim has taken from you. You are fighting to get that back. And get it back you will. You have my word.”

I walked back to the front of the formation, where Captain Muller was standing, and stopped in front of him. He saluted me.

“Captain Muller,” I said. “Take charge of the company and conduct your daily business.” I returned his salute.

After that, I took a step back as the captain spoke a few encouraging words to the soldiers, then ordered the platoon leaders to take charge of their respective platoons.

“So, how did we do?” Captain Muller asked me a few minutes later.

“About as I expected,” I told him, then clarified. “You guys certainly need work, but all soldiers do at their first inspection. It gets easier each time. I’m glad you spent time on your uniform. It’s important that the leaders maintain the standard. Soldiers won’t respect a leader that can’t maintain the standard.”

Captain Muller nodded, taking my words in. “So, what’s next?”

“For me? I’m getting ready to leave. I should see you guys in about two weeks, and we’ll do another inspection then. As for you guys, right now is the time to focus hard on training. I was also thinking, we need stronger bows, capable of driving arrows through armor. We’ll have to have the soldiers train for that so they can draw the heavier bows.”

Captain Muller nodded again. “I’ll tell our bowyer to get started on it. We got word that our budget will be increased for a time, so I want to take advantage of this.”

“Good,” I said, turning to him. “We’re all going to be fine, Captain Muller. Many years ago back in my world, some of the best armies had little more than spears and shields. Their discipline was strict and their soldiers were fit and well trained, which made all the difference.”

He pressed his lips in a thin line. “This is such a change for all of us. For the last hundred years, just having a few dozen archers atop the wall has been sufficient in repelling attacks. Well, to be honest, we’ve never truly been attacked until the Battle of Gillamoor. Over in Holmar, they have to repel Orc raids from time to time.”

“Sounds like I might need to make a trip there to help them out,” I said. “And they’ll definitely benefit from the same things we’re doing here.”

“Our world will never be the same after all this,” he lamented.

“No,” I said. “But because of all this, your world will continue.”
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Iwanted to visit Nerras again and get some last minute training in, but I simply didn’t have time. Captain Muller agreed to send one of his sergeants to the mayor’s house to pick up the supplies, then into the woods to find Nerras and deliver them. He would also drop off a list of necessities with the mayor for our trip.

On my last afternoon in the city there were several things I wanted to do, but I found myself limited by time. The uniform inspection had taken a bit longer than intended, but that was important; those soldiers needed strict discipline, and that was one of the first steps.

When I went back to the temple, instead of walking up the broad front stairs I walked around the rear of the massive stone building. A small stable stood against the wall, neatly built from stone so that it matched. While it was often empty, four tall horses now filled as many stalls.

More importantly, a covered wagon took up much of the space next to the stable. It wasn’t much different than a typical wagon from this day and age, other than a few modifications I had suggested to make the wheels and axles stronger while keeping the overall wagon lightweight. The waxed canvas cover had been dyed a dark green that would blend in with the forest.

There was one thing that stood out about the wagon. On the front of the canvas cover, right at the top, a large minotaur skull had been mounted. The front wooden bow was especially thick to handle the extra weight, and someone had taken the time to remove the rear of the skull both to save weight and to help with mounting it.

The skull was massive, and a thing of nightmares. It was bleached white, with dark gray horns that stretched as wide as the wagon itself. Anyone that laid eyes on it would immediately see it for what it was; furthermore, my hope was that anyone that saw it would also be reminded that the guy driving the wagon was capable of killing minotaurs.

I was also betting on Vogrim’s spies seeing the wagon. This would send a thorn of rage right up that sorcerer’s ass if he caught word of it.

Satisfied with what I saw, I went back into the temple. There wasn’t much I could do with the amount of time I had left in the day, so I decided to relax. The travel food probably wouldn’t be that great, so I enjoyed some fresh fruit and crusty bread while oddly wishing for some video games.

That was one of the first times I found myself wishing for something from my old world. Sure, running from the cops in Grand Theft Auto was a lot of fun, but in general I didn’t miss much about my old life. I was living in paradise now, and what they lacked in technology they made up for with magic and beautiful women.

I found Prazzi and asked her to have someone wake me at sunrise the next morning. She gave me one of her minimal curtseys and said she’d be happy to.

The candidates that came for me that night were the best ever; my wives. Cirro pushed the door open with her customary grin and ran right for me, crashing into me with a tight embrace. Lossia hurried after her.

Thilli and Anna came through the door with their arms filled with…armor?

“What is that?” I asked, once Cirro released me so I could breathe.

“My armor,” Thilli said, setting it on the floor. Anna set a shield and helmet down next to the gambeson.

I had been there when Thilli was fitted for the armor so that much didn’t surprise me. What did surprise me was that all of it had been painted or dyed pitch black. Every single bit; even the buckles had been painstakingly colored.

“I figured this will help hide me a bit,” Thilli said with a sudden grin that said she had an idea lurking around in her beautiful head. “Keep me safe, you know? If they can’t see me, they can’t hit me.”

I barked a laugh. Considering we would be fighting in a dimly lit forest and possibly a giant cave, it wasn’t the worst idea. But leave it to Thilli to have her armor match her hair.

“Any plans for this evening?” Anna said, stretching her arm that bore marks from the shield pressing against it.

“I’m just relaxing,” I said. “I don’t want any stress at all tonight. Just a good night’s sleep with my favorite women.”

“Let’s make sure you’re tired enough to sleep well,” Cirro said, pulling my face down to hers.

We kissed and my blood boiled. She always had that effect on me. Only a heartbeat later, several sets of hands tore at the laces of my shirt and breeches, stripping me bare in a matter of seconds.

I stumbled backwards, my lips still pressed against Cirro’s, as my breeches were yanked away. Hands immediately covered me, rubbing my arm, caressing my stomach, and of course touching my balls and shaft. Before I even got to the bed Thilli had taken me into her mouth and was trying to suck the life out of me.

The back of my legs struck the bed and I fell onto it. I barely had time to shuffle back to make room for the women before they joined me. Their clothes practically flew off, and suddenly four naked beauties covered me. Lossia and Cirro took turns kissing me and each other, sometimes all three at once, while Thilli and Anna both did their best to suck me dry.

We didn’t stay like that for long. Thilli was the first to straddle me and slip me inside her. Cirro and Lossia moved aside so Thilli could lean forwards and kiss me. I held onto her round, toned bottom and gripped it firmly as I thrust inside her. Thilli’s jet black hair fell forwards, covering both of us. She rocked her hips back and forth, moving with me, a rhythm of love and passion.

I did my best to last, but sometimes it was difficult with how amazing these women felt and how much they turned me on. Fortunately, just as I felt like I needed to slow down a bit, Thilli lifted herself off of me and moved aside so an eager Anna could take her place. I took the opportunity to breathe deeply and try to relax a bit.

But Anna didn’t make it easy. Her slender body took me all the way to the hilt with ease and she immediately began bouncing up and down, riding me good and hard. I grabbed her small breasts—well, small for a goblin woman at least—and held on for dear life as the woman rode me so hard I thought she was going to break my hip.

“Leave something left for me,” Cirro laughed.

Anna slowed down and rode me more slowly after that. She leaned down until she was lying on my chest and I held her tightly as we kissed. I found myself increasingly grateful we had all agreed to add her to our little family.

My heart swelled with love for these women, and I found myself in that somewhat dangerously love-struck state of mind where I’d do nearly anything for them. Fortunately, they didn’t ask any favors.

“Alright, it’s my turn,” Cirro said. She slapped Anna on the ass as the slender woman raised off of me. Cirro then threw a leg over me. Reaching behind herself, she took hold of me and guided me inside her.

My hands went to her ass like iron to a magnet. I bent my knees to cradle her on me, and focused on slow, deep strokes. Any faster and I’d blow, and I wanted to enjoy it longer. I squeezed her magnificent ass and she pushed her large breasts in my face.

I found myself thinking that I was in heaven, then realized I had experienced that same thought quite a few times over the past month.

Cirro moaned loudly and I couldn’t take it any longer. I gripped her perfect ass tightly and pumped myself into her hard and fast, blasting my seed deep inside her. She moaned again, pressing her ass against me, working to get every drop of cum out of me. Her gyrating hips were sheer magic when it came to making me cum.

I was exhausted after being inside three of them in a row, but we weren’t done there. They at least had the decency to let me rest for a few minutes, but Anna expressed that she wanted my cum as well. Cirro looked at Lossia, who had been rather quiet. The voluptuous woman looked at my growing erection hungrily, but I knew she wasn’t ready yet.

Thilli sucked on me for a while, her favorite pastime. Before Anna could ride me again, Thilli took me by the hand and pulled me over, right on top of her. Our bodies lined up perfectly and I entered her in a single motion. She bit her full bottom lip and moaned happily as I pushed her legs up near her chest and pounded her good and hard.

I could tell from the look on Thilli’s face that she was enjoying this, and not just physically—she was enjoying the closeness and the intimacy between us. I stayed with her for a bit longer, slowing down so I could last, and gave my full attention to every square inch of her body I could reach.

When it was time for me to switch over to Anna, the slender woman practically rushed into position. She laid on her back and pulled her legs back, inviting me inside. With eyes closed, she moaned loudly as I entered her. I was going to take my time with her as well, but she encouraged me to go fast, so I obliged. It wasn’t long before I was squirting my cum deep inside her.

Had I let them, the women would have done that all night, taking turns on who finished me off. I eventually had to put my foot down; getting a full night’s sleep was important with this dangerous journey ahead. They relented, and after cleaning up we all went to bed.

Lossia reached out and took my hand, squeezing it for a moment. It was a small gesture, but I could tell the gears were turning inside her head. Instead of asking her about it, I went to sleep. I wanted her to sort her thoughts out without any of my influence.

When my eyes opened the next morning, I felt like a million bucks. With their currency system, perhaps I should have said I felt like a million gold coins, but that just didn’t have the same ring to it.

“Ready to fight some monsters?” Anna asked sleepily, yawning and stretching.

“I think I was born ready for this,” I said, feeling full of confidence.
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Ialmost fell back asleep, but my eyes snapped open at the sound of knocking at my door. I watched, slightly bleary-eyed, as the door squeaked open and Prazzi’s face appeared. She knocked again, softly, then smiled as she saw I was awake.

“Time to get up, hero,” she said quietly.

I grumbled a few things and slid out from beneath the pile of beautiful women, then sat on the edge of the bed for a moment. “Some hot water please,” I said to Prazzi, and she nodded.

I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands and yawned while my wives slowly woke behind me. Cirro mumbled sleepily, not quite awake.

Servants entered the room, carrying in their arms large pitchers of hot water. They filled both my washbasin and tub, for which I was grateful. I let them finish their duties as I stood and cracked my back. While I waited I practiced a few yoga moves that I learned from a woman I had briefly dated. They helped relieve some nagging tension in my lower back.

“Do you have to go?” Cirro whined. “Can’t you just stay another few decades?”

Thilli laughed and slid off the foot of the bed.

There was a slight chill in the air that had me wondering how they would heat this room once winter came. No fireplace adorned any wall in the large storage room. Goblins were crafty people, so I was certain they had something figured out. If I was lucky, I’d be living in my own house by the time things cooled down.

Wait, no I wouldn’t. I was going to build a large stone house, by hand, with the help of a few others. That was going to take me forever, even with magical assistance.

I shook the thoughts from my head and told myself I’d worry about it another day. Right then I had to focus. I went to my washbasin and scrubbed my teeth, then stepped into the hot bath.

Thilli followed closely behind, and I held a hand out to her. She looked at my hand curiously.

“You want me to join you in there?” she asked.

“Come on,” I said. “This will be our last bath for some time. Might as well enjoy it.”

She rolled her eyes, but a smile curved her lips as she took my hand. I helped her in with me, and she settled down on my lap. I lathered up a washrag and began gently scrubbing her back.

“Are you nervous?” I asked.

“A little,” she admitted, but I could feel the tension in her body. She was more than just a little bit nervous, but she was too proud to admit it.

“Everything will be okay,” I told her, rotating her on my lap so I could scrub her chest. Of course I almost immediately got an erection, but I tried to ignore it. We didn’t have time for that this morning. “Just remember your training. We’ll spar each evening, as well. With swords and magic, to keep our wits sharp.”

She nodded and gave me a tight-lipped smile. “We’ll be fine,” she said, as much to herself as to me.

I figured her confidence would rise once she had her armor on and her sword in her hand, so I decided to leave it alone for the time being. I busied myself with washing her arms and shoulders instead.

Once we finished, we dried each other off while the other women slowly approached us. Anna brought my boots while Cirro and Lossia brought the rest of my clothes. I shrugged into my new jacket—loose fitting and made from a lightweight, mottled green cloth. It was the closest I could get to my old army uniform. I even had Trina sew a pocket onto each shoulder. Thilli had two just like it.

Once I buckled my sword belt over my jacket, I took a step back and turned around. “How do I look?” I asked.

“Like you’re going to be gone for too long,” Lossia said.

“You two had better be careful out there,” Cirro said, stepping up and kissing me softly on the lips. She stepped up to Thilli and kissed her on the cheek. “I don’t want anything to happen to either of you.”

“We’ll be careful, I promise,” I said, wiggling my toes in my boots to ensure my feet were settled. “And I’ll take good care of Thilli.” I looked over and winked at her, and she laughed. “Come on, let’s load up.”

I grabbed Thilli’s black-dyed gambeson in one hand and mine in the other and left the room. The ladies followed, carrying more of our stuff in their arms.

I walked through the temple, dodging a pew, and went right for the front door. Clouds filled the sky, threatening rain—not necessarily Vogrim’s poisoned rain, but normal rain. I made a mental note to have our rain cloaks ready.

Parked right outside was the covered wagon with two horses hitched in front. The other two horses stood behind the wagon, one occasionally pawing at the street.

The wagon was low enough that I was able to heft our armor into the back without any issue. My wives brought blankets, spare clothing, and two towels in their hands and I gratefully accepted them and put them in the wagon as well.

“Good morning, Andrew,” an old man’s voice said.

I turned and saw Ulenor approaching. I pulled the old man into a hug, careful not to squeeze him too hard.

“Ulenor, it’s good to see you,” I said, shaking his hand. Seeing the old wizard made me oddly excited. It reminded me of times back in the army when our convoy was waiting to roll out. Everyone always got excited when the tanks rolled by.

“Mayor Beezle made sure we had enough food,” he said in his slightly scratchy voice. “The saddlebags are stuffed full, and there’s extra food wrapped up in the back of the wagon. We’ll be good for nearly a month.”

“Fortunately, I don’t plan on things taking that long,” I said. “Our mission is straightforward; we know roughly where our target is, we just have to go down there and fight.”

Ulenor nodded. “Yes, yes, you’re right. It shouldn’t take us longer than a week to get down there. Most of that time will be navigating through the dense forest.”

“And I’m drinking plenty of forkleaf tea this morning, so we’ll be safe,” Thilli said. That was an herbal tea that prevented pregnancy. Thilli was very open about drinking it; she had done her duty to her people by ensuring I was a safe partner for goblin women. She wasn’t quite ready to get pregnant yet herself, and she would rather just enjoy sex. From an earlier discussion, I remembered her saying it lasted about a week to ten days.

“What else do you need?” Ulenor asked, knuckling his lower back. “We can still wait a few minutes if you need to prepare anything.”

I shook my head. “Nothing, really. I’ve been here close to two months and still don’t own much. Just some clothes and a sword, although at least Colonel Chuleel gave me a job so now I have a bit of coin. I’m ready when you are.”

“I still need a few minutes,” Thilli said, running a brush through her damp hair. Two servants came down the stairs, carrying a small but sturdy chest between them, and Thilli directed them to place it in the back of the wagon. She asked them for some food and they bowed and hurried back into the temple.

“You can eat all the dried meat you want,” she said, “but I plan on eating something nice for breakfast.”

I approached our horses and let them become familiar with my scent, then rubbed their necks and scratched between their ears. The last thing I wanted to deal with was a stubborn horse on this trip. They all seemed well-muscled and placid.

Looking at the wagon again, I found myself glad I had asked for one to be made smaller than normal. If we were taking it through a forest, a large wagon would get caught on every bit of brush possible. My hopes were that this one would make it through more easily. Although if I had to, I could simply use magic to create a path.

“Ah, here they are,” Thilli said. “Now I’m ready to go.”

She climbed up onto the front seat of the wagon and accepted a wooden platter from the servants piled high with fresh fruit, tiny boiled eggs, and thin slices of hard cheeses.

I half-climbed onto the rear of the wagon so I could see everything within. Once I was satisfied that we had everything I had asked for, I hopped down and went to Ulenor. The old man was still capable of pulling himself into a saddle, but there was no harm in helping him. Especially since this mission would probably fail without him.

After that I climbed onto the front seat next to Thilli, took the reins, and clicked my tongue a few times. One of the horses snorted loudly and they began pulling us.

It was still early in the morning, but a large number of goblins came out to see us off. They lined the streets, clapping, cheering, and waving as we passed by. Ulenor accepted the praise with little more than a friendly wave and smile in return, and Thilli looked like a queen being praised by her subjects.

I was still new to the whole hero thing, so I wasn’t always sure how to react. I started by shouting thanks to nearly everyone before Thilli placed her hand on my arm.

“You don’t have to thank each person individually,” she said quietly. “Just look strong and confident. Wave if you must, but show them that you are focused on the task at hand.”

Good advice from a woman used to being in the public eye. I squared my jaw and sat up straight, giving the occasional nod and smile to the people that cheered me on. That felt much better than awkwardly waving and yelling thanks to everyone.

“Give ‘em hell, Andrew!” A soldier shouted from atop the gatehouse. A dozen of them raised their bows high overhead in some sort of salute as I passed through the city gates. I stood and saluted them in return, and they cheered.

“Boy, they’re really giving you the hero treatment,” Thilli said as we pulled away from the city.

“They certainly are,” I said. “You’d think I saved their city or something.”
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We left the city of Gillamoor at an easy pace, the horses plodding along, their heads bobbing with each step. Thilli and I finished the platter of food, then she set it behind us and snuggled next to me. She produced a small wineskin, pulled the cork stopper, and took a drink from it before offering it to me.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“My father sent it,” she said. “He owns a small vineyard outside of York. It’s more of a passion project for him than anything else. After grumbling that none of the lighter wines were good enough in the warm summers, he bought the land and decided to make his own. Well, he hired a vintner to do it, but even still, this is his wine. A dozen skins are in the back so we won’t run out. I have a few casks of it back in Gillamoor.”

I laughed. “Does he want us drunk for the entire trip?”

“Of course not,” she said. “But it helps take the edge off. Besides, we don’t know if the water we find will be safe to drink.” She offered me the skin again.

“Why not,” I said, taking the wine skin from her. It wasn’t like we were going to be attacked a hundred yards from the city. I took a small sip from the skin.

Crisp, cool wine splashed into my mouth, reminding me of a clear, cold stream in the mountains. A faint minerality gave it structure, and the tiniest bit of sweetness gave the wine more legs to stand on. I took another sip, trying to think of the flavors I was tasting. Apricot and…honey?

“Do I taste honey in this?” I asked, looking at the wine skin. I returned the stopper and handed it back to Thilli.

“Probably,” she said with a smile. “There’s no actual honey in it, though. That’s just the grapes you’re tasting. It’s quite a fantastic wine, really.” She took another sip before shoving the stopper back in and setting it behind the seat.

“Goblins seem to like wine,” I said. “That’s something I’ve noticed. Back in my world I think people drank more beer back in times like these. Here, you drink wine. Just an observation.”

“Beer?” Thilli asked. “I’ve heard of beer but never had it. I think the orcs drink a lot of beer. That alone probably turns most goblins off to the idea. Goblins generally drink wine or tea.” She looked at me and wrinkled her nose. “We don’t usually drink plain water, at least not often.”

I pulled out a waterskin and flicked the stopper out with my thumb. “Good thing for me, then. I brought plenty of water. Gotta stay sharp when we’re out here fighting nightmares.” I took a swig and offered her the waterskin. She laughed.

Considering how long goblins lived, I assumed they had powerful livers. I hadn’t even seen a drunk goblin yet, but wine was a big business in their country. Perhaps, if I could somehow make peace with some of their neighbors, we could export some of the wine and make some real coin. Now there was a thought. Although they’d probably want to send over some beer in return. I wonder….

“Hey Thilli,” I said. “Look, don’t be mad at me for asking. I’m just curious. Do elves drink wine?”

She gave me a hard look. “Yes,” she said, her voice flat as a board.

“Is it good wine?”

She paused before answering. I saw the muscles in her jaw flex. “Knowing them, it’s probably excellent wine. May they all drown in it. Why are you asking?”

“Just thinking of possible business opportunities,” I replied.

“You want us to sell our wine to the elves?” she asked, her voice heated. From up ahead, Ulenor turned in his saddle to see what was going on.

“It was just an idle thought,” I said. “I mean, the only neighbors you have that I know of are the orcs and the elves. If you can sell them something and take their money, all the better.”

“I think most goblins would rather die than sell anything to the elves.” She practically spat the word.

I understood the fire in her voice. No one wanted to cooperate with the race that had enslaved them for a thousand years. Her anger was well founded.

“Well, then start a wine trade with them and once you gain their trust send a special cask of wine to their king or emperor or whoever as a token of your gratitude, but put a slow poison in the wine.” I didn’t mean it as a serious comment, just something to connect with her.

Thilli nodded slowly. “I like that idea. We could kill their entire royal family with the right plan.”

Hearing those words from a pacifist was rather shocking, to put it mildly. Thilli was a tough woman, but I didn’t expect it even from her.

“What about selling it to the orcs?” I asked.

She scoffed. “If it’ll stop them from attacking Holmar. Maybe if we keep them drunk they’ll calm down. Or better yet, they’ll kill each other.”

It was hard not to feel such animosity towards your neighbors when their entire history was bloodied. I thought back to places in my world that had long, violent histories. Yeah, I couldn’t blame her at all.

But perhaps a wine trade could be a path towards peace. As much as the goblins hated their neighbors, the looming threat of constant war had to take a toll on them. Tampering that down to begrudging indifference would be a huge step in the right direction.

“So, you want us to make peace with the elves and orcs now?” Thilli asked. She sounded less heated, but still tense.

“I don’t expect you to make peace with them,” I said. “Nor am I asking for that. I understand your history with the elves and agree that your dislike of them is fully justified. I just don’t want our children to grow up with any threat of war looming over their heads. I’m not saying we need to be friends, but a bit of diplomacy, just enough to where you guys don’t want to kill each other at first sight, that would probably help the goblin people, long term.”

“So, you want us to sell wine to the people that enslaved us for a thousand years,” Thilli said. “Just making sure I understand you correctly.”

I sighed. It wasn’t an easy topic, since emotions would be high on both sides, and I fully understood that the elves were straight-up bad dudes. But I felt that long term, some sort of peace deal would have to be reached. Neither goblins nor elves would go near their border, because they knew fighting would immediately break out. I thought back to Earth, to countries that hated their neighbors and attacked each other regularly. I didn’t want my children to grow up in that type of situation.

“What’s to the south?” I asked. “South of the Drowned Lands, that is. I don’t think Ulenor has told me much about it.”

“It’s because very few people have been there,” Thilli said, still sounding a bit irritated. “The Drowned Lands kill most who attempt to cross it. The swamps themselves are poisonous, and bubbles of noxious gas sometimes rise up and kill everything within a hundred-foot radius. The few things that live there are about as horrifying as you could imagine.”

“So, what’s south of that?” I asked again.

She shrugged. “From what I’ve been told, a small kingdom of people that are more like you than us, in terms of features and coloring. They’re shorter than you though. Closer to goblin height.”

Dwarves? Was she talking about dwarves?

“Do the men all have beards?” I asked.

She gave me an odd look. “I don’t think so. At least, I’ve never heard anything like that. Why would they?”

I laughed. “Nevermind. The treeline is getting close, so we’ll pick up Nerras soon.”

Thilli snuggled back against my shoulder, wrapping herself around my right arm. “Tell me more about your world, Andrew.”

“Like what?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Something interesting.”

I thought for a moment. “We have the ability to communicate with each other all across the world. You can think of it like your talking glasses, but pretty much everyone has them.”

Thilli gasped. “Amazing. How does that affect society?”

“Honestly? This might sound weird, but I feel like people don’t talk to each other as much. Definitely not in person. It helps with some things, like international politics. If one country has a problem, their ally can talk to them from a thousand miles away. We can also travel very quickly, both individually and in large groups.”

“How quickly?” Thilli asked, completely fascinated by the things I was saying.

“I could make the trip from Gillamoor to York in a day,” I told her. “With time to spare.”

She gasped.

“Yeah, I’m hoping I can help you guys invent some things that’ll nudge you in that direction. Being able to travel quickly will help your society evolve at a rapid rate. It’s also nice when you want to go visit friends or family that live in a different city.” I considered mentioning how money had evolved from gold coins to slips of paper to digital currency, but decided to leave that one alone.

“This must be a strange place to you,” Thilli said.

“Sometimes. But, I’ve got you so I can’t complain,” I told her, kissing the top of her head.

We entered the forest and continued on the road as it wound through thin trees. With the cooling weather, many had started to change colors, and we were surrounded by not only green leaves, but yellow and occasionally orange. It was quite beautiful.

A moment later, lightning cracked behind us. Thilli turned to look through the opening in the rear of the wagon cover and grunted in dismay.

“It’s raining over Gillamoor. Looks like we left just in time,” she said, her voice grim.

“I know I’m immune to it, but I still want to avoid that poison rain as much as I can,” I said. “It creeps me out.”

Taller trees eventually replaced the sparse ones at the edge of the forest, and soon we rode beneath a dense canopy of trees. After a few minutes we neared the split in the road that led to Nerras’s camp site.

“He should be around here,” I said, my eyes scanning each side of the road. “Right over—shit!”

I jerked my head back and slapped at a pine cone that flew through the air, straight at my head. My hand deflected it, but I felt something strike my leg. I looked down and saw a grinning Nerras holding a long stick pressed against my knee. I pulled on the reins to halt the horses.

“Great throw, Kless!” Nerras called out.

“You’ve got them helping you now?” I asked. “Man, I’ll never get a break around you.”

Kless’s sky blue hair materialized from behind a bush, followed by Ozee. The two beautiful women hurried across the road towards Nerras, whom they hugged tightly.

“You’re fast, Andrew. I’m a pretty good thrower and I thought I had you,” Kless said, smiling up at me.

“Is this what I need to do to keep you on your toes?” Thilli asked with a slim eyebrow raised.

“Please, no,” I said. “I don’t think I could take it if my wives started doing this as well.”

“Nerras, good to see you, my boy,” Ulenor said from his saddle as he approached, leading the second horse by the reins. He stopped next to the women and gave them a seated bow. They both curtsied in return. “I apologize that I have but one horse to give you,” Ulenor said. With a grunt, he swung his leg over the side of his horse and slid down to the ground, surprisingly agile for one so old.

“Thank you, Ulenor,” Ozee said, giving the old wizard a hug. He smiled, a hint of color in his cheeks.

“I’m going to miss you,” Kless said, hugging Nerras tightly. Ozee walked over and joined them.

“We’ll be back soon,” Nerras said to the women. “And I’ll be careful. After all, I’ve got Andrew with me. What kind of trouble could I possibly get into?”

“None, because I won’t let him,” Thilli added.

“See?” Nerras asked.

Kless laughed.

“This is the mayor’s horse, so be careful with her,” Ulenor warned. “Take her back to his house once you get into the city.”

“Will do,” Kless said with a nod. She looked up at the saddle for a moment, then grabbed onto it and hoisted herself up. Offering a hand to Ozee, she pulled the other woman up behind her. They were both small so they fit onto the saddle together.

“We’ll miss you, my love,” Ozee said, placing a hand over her heart.

“I’ll be back before you know it,” Nerras said, setting his hands on their knees.

Kless pulled on the reins and turned the horse back towards Gillamoor, then set him off at a brisk walk. After a few minutes, they were gone.

“You three are so cute together,” Thilli said.

Nerras waved her comment away and turned to the remaining horse, but I caught a glimpse of his face, and he was blushing to his hairline.

“I tell you, I am grateful for this wagon,” Ulenor said as he cast a spell that allowed him to levitate into the rear opening. He settled himself on a bench seat along one side and sighed loudly. “I’ve never been a fan of saddles. I just don’t think I’m made for them.”

Nerras walked into the bushes alongside the road and came back a moment later with a few canvas-wrapped bundles. One was his tent, which went in the back of the wagon along with his supplies and tiny folding stools. His saddlebags went on his horse, and he fastened them to the saddle so they would stay put. A short bow hung from one side, along with a full quiver of arrows at the front.

“Ready?” I asked.

Nerras pulled himself into the saddle in one smooth motion. As soon as he settled himself, he took the short bow in hand and gave the string a test pull. He reached forwards and touched the arrows in the quiver, familiarizing himself with their location, then nodded.

“Let’s go kill that bastard,” he said.
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Our first day was about as easy as could be. This close to the city there were no threats to worry about, although Nerras kept his bow handy just in case. If he was half as good with that bow as I thought he was, we would be just fine.

At one point he spotted some large birds in the distance and quickly nocked an arrow and loosed it, all before I even realized what was happening. He kicked his horse into a trot, then returned a moment later with something that looked like a cross between a pheasant and a chicken. He wrapped a cord around its feet and hung it from the back of his saddle.

“That’ll make for a nice dinner,” he said.

From the back of the wagon, Ulenor snored softly. A morning nap didn’t sound like such a bad idea. It was a great way to pass the uneventful days ahead of us.

“Can you find herbs out here?” I asked. “Or maybe some vegetables or roots or tubers or something? Berries?”

Nerras nodded. “This time of year, yeah. Some things ripened a month or two ago, but we’ll be able to spot a few things that are ready to eat.”

“How about you?” Thilli asked. “Can you survive in the wild or do you need your food brought to you on a platter every day?” There was a bit of a twist to her lips, a hint of sass in her voice as she said the words. I knew she wasn’t being entirely serious, but now I had something to prove.

“I could probably be okay,” I said truthfully. “I went to level-C SERE training in North Carolina, and they taught us how to survive in the woods.” I laughed. “Among other things.”

“What is SERE training?” Thilli asked.

I smiled faintly, knowing she wasn’t going to understand. She would probably think I was a lunatic. I should have just waved her question away and avoided this topic altogether, but instead I explained more. “It’s a short course some people get to take back in the military in my world,” I began. “They teach you to survive on your own, as if enemy soldiers are chasing you through the woods. Which, they kind of are. Then they capture you, and you learn how to survive as a prisoner.”

She frowned. “Wait a minute. A prisoner of enemy soldiers? So that training is similar to if the elves or orcs captured you?”

I nodded. “Kind of, yeah. It wasn’t fun training, but it was valuable. It taught me to survive on my own, to resist interrogations of all kinds, and ultimately to escape.”

Thilli kept giving me a strange look. “You know if the orcs had you as a prisoner they’d beat you,” she said in a flat voice. “Probably worse.”

“Yep,” I said.

Still the strange look. “Andrew, did you get hit in this school?”

I barked a laugh. I couldn’t help it, it just came out on its own. “Thilli, I was stripped naked, sprayed with water, and left outside in the middle of winter. When they brought me inside, it was only to stuff me into a tiny cell, so small even you would be cramped, with nothing but a rusted bucket to piss in. I couldn’t shit in the bucket because I hadn’t eaten in two days.”

Her eyes widened in horror as I continued.

“If enemy soldiers were to capture me, they would absolutely beat me and worse, all in an attempt to get information from me. So I was taught how to resist that.”

“Go on,” she whispered, her voice trembling.

“These men—the instructors, that is—acted like enemy soldiers. They made me about as uncomfortable as could be, starved me, hit me, and demanded information from me. When I refused to tell them, they strapped me to a chair and made me watch as they waterboarded a fellow soldier right in front of me.”

Her mouth fell open. “I don’t know what waterboarding is, but—”

“It makes you feel like you’re drowning, but you don’t actually drown, so they can do it over and over,” I said. “Imagine feeling like you’re drowning, but for an hour straight.”

Thilli gasped loudly. “By the gods, that’s horrible! Why would they do that?” She asked, covering her mouth with a hand.

“To try to break me so that I would give them information,” I said with a shrug.

“Andrew, that is horrible! Why would they send you to such an awful place?”

“I actually volunteered for it,” I said with a shrug.

“You what?” she asked, her voice flat as a board.

“I volunteered. Like I said, it wasn’t a fun course, but it was a good one. It taught me a lot about myself, about how strong I am. How strong I have to be in certain situations. After that school, I know what I can withstand. I know what I can go through and survive. Besides, it was good for my career.” I suddenly pulled on the reins, halting the wagon. “And speaking of surviving,” I said as I handed her the reins and hopped off the wagon.

The familiar leaf shape caught my eye mid-sentence. Perhaps it was luck, but I figured this sort of thing had to be common anywhere plants grew. I reached down and grabbed one of the branches and snapped it off, then brought it up to my nose. Yep, just as I thought.

“It’s oregano,” I said, bringing two small branches with me back to the wagon. I climbed back into the driver’s seat and handed one to Thilli. Nerras saw the plant in my hand and grunted in recognition.

She examined it for a moment, then smelled it. “Dofray?” she asked, making the word sound completely foreign.

“If that’s what you call it,” I said. “It’s called oregano back in my world. I figure it’ll go well with dinner. Now we just need to find some rosemary and we’ll be set. Maybe some turnips.” I wasn’t a big stew person, but that sounded great.

Thilli kept giving me odd glances after that. “You are a strange man, Andrew,” she finally said.

“You don’t know the half of it,” I said with a toothy grin.

I kept an eye out for more wild herbs but didn’t see anything other than another oregano bush. At least those were plentiful in this area. I made a mental note about this area so we could grab some the next time we went south.

The thought of how good our dinner was going to be made our lunch even more bland. Ulenor woke up after an hour of snoring and arranged everything for us. Dried jerky and crusty bread made up most of the meal, although the mayor had packed some pale slices of hard cheese in there as well. The goblins were big on aged cheese. No fruit, to my dismay, but some could probably be found in the forest. I washed it all down with a sip of Thilli’s wine and plenty of water from my water skin. The flavor of the wine went horribly with the jerky, but interestingly enough it was great with the cheese.

I recognized the dirt road we traveled on as the same one we had used to go to York only a few weeks earlier. When I brought it up to Ulenor, he nodded like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“We only have a few roads here, Andrew. They connect our cities and towns. I suppose that does, in fact, make our trip rather easy. In two more days we’ll veer off to the left and make our way through the trees. Then, the difficult part of our journey will begin.”

Well, if that didn’t sound ominous.

“I imagine half the difficulty will be traveling through the forest where there isn’t a road,” I said, half-grumbling.

Ulenor nodded. “Yes, yes, that will slow us greatly. But between the two of us, we can handle it. Perhaps Thilli can help as well.”

Thilli turned in her seat to regard the elderly wizard. “You know I’m not that strong, Ulenor.”

“Sometimes it’s not about brute strength,” he said. “It’s about how you use the strength that you have. When the time comes, I will show you.” He wore a small, knowing smile.

“How about you, Nerras?” I called out. He turned in his saddle to face me. “Are you ready to be a potent sorcerer?”

The goblin soldier barked a laugh and turned back to face forwards. Nerras had previously told me he had almost no ability with magic.

“How far to the east will we be traveling?” I asked Ulenor over my shoulder.

“Quite far,” he replied. “Nearly all the way to the elven lands, so we’ll need to be careful.”

“Shit,” Thilli said under her breath. I looked over at her and she huffed, then shook her head. “The last thing we need is to run into some bastard elves that think a thousand years of slavery wasn’t enough.” She reached down and touched her sword, almost unconsciously, while glaring at the trees around us.

“We’ll be okay,” I told her, placing a hand atop hers. “This is a big world, so I doubt we’ll see any elves. And if we do, I’ll take care of them.”

“I almost hope we run into a few,” she grumbled. “There’s a spare bow in the back, and I’m a pretty good shot, you know.” She looked at me then, her violet eyes smoldering like purple lava. “My grudge is a thousand years in the making.”

Really, I couldn’t blame her. I just didn’t want things to erupt into full-scale war.

“Back when goblins were slaves, abuse was common,” Thilli continued, her voice as cold as a winter storm. “Sometimes the abuse went too far and the elves killed the goblins. Actually, that happened quite often. Often enough that some of our elders tried to bring it before the elven courts. They wanted justice.”

She paused for a moment, taking a deep breath. I kept my hand on hers and gave her a reassuring squeeze.

“Not only were the goblin elders laughed out of court, but the elven courts rewrote their laws to prevent any instances of elves being held accountable. Only elves can testify against other elves. Goblins do not have that legal ability.” She turned to me. “Because goblins are not considered people. According to elven law, goblins are property, just like a shovel, or a horse. Although horses were treated with more respect than goblins.”

I whistled. There would never be peace between goblins and elves. I fully understood that. I just didn’t want there to be a war in the future. If the two races ever met again, that was certain to happen. Fortunately, a dense forest separated the two. Unfortunately, as their nations and populations grew, new cities would appear. They were bound to meet one day.

“I want our children to know the history of their people,” I said to Thilli. “I just don’t want them to have to worry about war, that’s all.”

She glared at me for a moment, then pursed her lips and nodded. “I know,” she said, looking away. “I want the same as you, Andrew. Maybe some time in the future our nations can be at peace, but as long as I’m alive, the elves will always be an enemy.”
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Ilet the conversation fade, as I didn’t want to sour Thilli’s mood any further. We rode in silence for a few minutes while I enjoyed another sip of Thilli’s wine. That gave me an idea for a much more pleasant topic.

“Do you want a vineyard?” I asked her.

“Huh?” she replied, loosely braiding her long black hair, then combing it free with her fingers.

“Your father has a vineyard. Colonel Chuleel has one as well, and the wine he makes is good but very different from your fathers. Do you want your own vineyard?”

She frowned for a moment as she thought on my question. “Honestly, I’ve never thought about it. We would have to hire someone to tend to the vines and make the wine. I doubt we would have time to do it ourselves.” She shrugged. “That might be nice. How about you?”

“I think it would be neat,” I said. “Of course it wouldn’t fit within the city, unless we had the smallest vineyard ever. Maybe we could buy some land somewhere and plant some vines.”

She smiled at me and leaned against my shoulder. “That does sound nice, doesn’t it? Our very own wine. Perhaps we could make a red and a white, to go with different foods.”

“I think you know more about wine than I do,” I said. “All I know is your dad’s wine is fantastic.”

“I’ll tell him you said that,” she said. “Or better yet, you should tell him yourself one day soon. He would like to meet the man that’s trying to marry his daughter. Preferably before the wedding takes place.”

“Oh, that reminds me,” I said. “I’ve been meaning to ask you. Why aren’t you married already?”

“Because I’m waiting for you to kill Vogrim,” she replied smoothly.

I rolled my eyes. “Oh, you know what I mean, goofball. I’m sure every eligible bachelor in York had his eyes on you.”

She nodded. “They did. My father can be…intimidating at times, though. He said they weren’t good enough for me.”

“Do you think he’ll consider me good enough?” I asked.

Thilli bared her teeth in a broad smile. “If you kill Vogrim, then maybe.”

I laughed and put my arm around her shoulders. “Life with you is going to be great, Thilli.”

“I certainly hope so,” she said. “Otherwise, I want my money back.”

“If you two don’t mind me interrupting, I have a few things I’d like to go over,” Ulenor said from behind us. It had been so long since he had spoken, I had forgotten the old man was back there.

“Sure, go ahead,” I said, twisting sideways in my seat so I could see him without straining my neck.

“I wanted to talk with you about what we should expect to face when we get closer to Odewyn’s lair,” Ulenor continued, stroking his beard. “As I mentioned before, Odewyn wanted power above all else, and he aligned himself with…dark entities to get that power. It twisted him, corrupted him. Some say he even drowned his wife to solidify his pact with a demon.”

Thilli and I exchanged a glance.

“Don’t get any ideas,” she said.

Before I could even open my mouth to reply, Ulenor continued.

“His power has grown over the years, but he has become more reclusive. Seeking such dark magics has fouled his mind beyond repair. I fear he is quite insane, at least according to the last mention of him I was able to find.”

“So, how is this going to affect us?” I asked.

Ulenor held out one hand. “Take a powerful sorcerer.” He held out his other hand. “Now drive him insane, after he sells his soul to a demon-god.” Ulenor clapped his hands together. “What do you think that equals?”

“A bad time for us?” It was the first thing that came to mind.

“Exactly,” Ulenor said. “You should expect nothing but the worst when we get closer. A few people have ventured close to his lair in recent years. His corruption has spread to the forest itself, they say. Horrid monsters roam the area, eating anything they find.”

“Sounds like a grand adventure,” I said dryly. “At least up front we have Nerras with a bow.” Ahead, Nerras raised his bow overhead without looking back, letting us know he had heard us.

“Well, one thing in particular I wanted to bring up was that killing some of these creatures might be difficult,” Ulenor continued. “As I have mentioned in the past, Odewyn has worked tirelessly over the years to learn necromancy, the art of giving life to the dead. Only, it’s not true life. They shamble about like puppets with broken strings and can only obey the most basic of commands. It is said that after he killed his wife to gain power, he went mad and began his quest to learn the knowledge to bring her back.”

“Wait a minute,” I said, holding up a hand to stop Ulenor. “Is this one of those situations where Odewyn is vastly more powerful than us but if I speak the truth and remind him that he killed his wife, he’ll be too mad to attack us?”

Ulenor cocked his head to the side. “What?”

“Ah, nothing,” I said. “It reminded me of something I read in a book once.”

“Odewyn is cruel and cold, even for an elf,” Ulenor said. “Even before this he was said to be a powerful sorcerer. Binding himself to a demon has only made him stronger, and losing his sanity has made him more dangerous. I only bring this up to emphasize that we don’t know precisely what we’ll be facing. We should prepare for and expect the worst.”

“Hope for the best but prepare for the worst,” I said. “I think that’s the best way to approach most situations.”

“Yes, yes, that is sound advice,” Ulenor said.

“When was the last time you were down here, Ulenor?” Thilli asked. “Or, near Odewyn to be more specific.”

The wizard shifted on his seat. “Well, I haven’t been there myself, not exactly. Gus has flown near, and I have seen it through his eyes.”

“Enough that you know where it is?” Thilli asked with one eyebrow slightly raised. “You can get us there without too much wandering?”

“Of course I can,” Ulenor said, sounding mildly offended. “Besides, Gus is with me in case we need him. I figured he would come in handy around here.”

I looked in the back of the wagon for anything that looked like a stuffed bird.

“Not in here,” Ulenor said. “He’s flying around right now, scanning the area ahead of us. He doesn’t understand much of what’s going on, but fortunately I’m able to look through his eyes so I don’t have to rely on him reporting anything.”

Nerras slowed his horse so that he was riding next to the wagon. “We’re making good time since we didn’t stop for lunch,” he said. “I’m going to ride ahead and look for a suitable place to stop for the evening.”

I hadn’t even noticed it, but the light had begun to fade while we talked. The canopy of trees was too dense to see the sun, but I could tell it was darker. Had time really passed that quickly?

“I suppose we were enjoying ourselves so we didn’t notice,” Thilli replied, and I realized I had spoken that last thought aloud.

“I’m looking forward to a small fire and some tea,” Ulenor said from the back. “My old bones don’t enjoy wagon rides that much.”

“That’s something I’ve been meaning to bring up,” I said. “These things are horrible. The wheels are metal and wood and there’s no suspension. I feel like my teeth are going to rattle loose. We need to find a way to make tires for these wheels. Something that will absorb some of the impact. That should lessen the chance of breaking a wheel, also.”

“What are tires?” Thilli asked.

I pointed at the iron-bound wheel slowly turning next to her. “You see the band of iron that surrounds that wheel? Imagine if the iron had a layer of something soft on it. Not too soft; that would make the wagon hard to pull. But just soft enough to soak up some of the smaller bumps on the road.”

“That does sound nice,” she agreed.

“And where the axle mounts to the wagon frame, you put something soft there as well,” I said. “Springs, more things to absorb bumps. It’ll make these long rides a lot more pleasant.”

“You’ll have to speak with someone when we get back,” Ulenor said. “If this could be made I think it would go over very well.”

“Oh, I have a long list of things I need to invent,” I said. “I just don’t know how they all work, so it can be tough figuring it out.” I avoided mentioning that many of the inventions were for the military. I wanted them to be able to defend themselves, but I knew they worried about losing their peaceful way of life.

“I think I see him up ahead,” Thilli said, pointing in front of us.

I squinted, seeing nothing for a few minutes. “You must have great vision,” I mumbled as Nerras finally came into view. I slowed our wagon down as we approached him.

He had selected a small clearing twenty feet from the road. A ring of bushes and juvenile trees surrounded it, concealing it from view. How had Thilli seen him? I was ten feet away from the man and could barely see him, especially with that green jacket and brown cloak.

I helped Thilli dismount the wagon, then I unloaded a few things while Thilli took care of the horses. We pulled Nerras’s tent from the back and hauled it into the clearing, where I got a better look at it.

It wasn’t perfect, but it would do. Ulenor stumbled in after us, holding his spell book in hand. After a brief look around the campsite, he began speaking in his magical language.

The few bushes and stones that littered the campsite rose into the air and moved to one side, leaving nothing but smooth, dry ground for us. He snapped his spellbook closed with a nod of satisfaction and gestured for us to continue.

Nerras’s tent wasn’t overly large, but it would keep the rain off our heads if the weather turned foul. It was a simple tent shaped like a large triangle. He drove stakes deep into the ground while I pulled a rope taught between two trees to hold the top of the tent up.

When we had finished with the tent, I tapped into my magical well and pulled a thin stream of power into me. Looking about, I found several rocks and reversed gravity on them, causing them to rise into the air and float towards me. I set them in a loose circle, which I adjusted with my hands. After that I used magic to snap a branch from a tree, then pull all the water from it and break it into smaller pieces.

“I see you’ve been paying attention,” Ulenor said, sounding pleased.

“Most of the time,” I said with a chuckle. I willed a small fire into existence at the base of the branches, and it slowly caught.

A moment later, Thilli set one of the small, folding stools near the fire and Ulenor plopped down on it with a word of thanks. She grabbed two more and set them nearby.

After another few minutes, we had everything we needed and the wagon was pulled behind the cover of trees. Not that we expected any kind of attack, but it always paid to be vigilant.

“I’ve been looking forward to this all day,” Ulenor said as he hung his battered old tea kettle on a forked stick and angled it over the fire.

I sat on the ground next to Thilli and she handed me her wine skin. I took a pull from it and passed it back.

“Still feeling nervous?” I asked.

“Not as much,” she replied. “I feel better, being out here with you guys. My confidence has increased.” She took a sip of her wine and handed it back to me.

“We’re gonna be just fine,” I said. “I doubt it’ll be easy, but everything will be okay. Trust me, I’ve been in worse situations and survived.”
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Nerras made short work of the bird and soon had a small cast iron pot filled with meat. I added the oregano leaves and used my magic to pull water from the air, just enough to fill the pot. Nerras set the pot on the fire and we all relaxed for a bit.

After twenty minutes, Nerras used a folded towel to grab the pot and removed it from the fire. He pulled off the lid, then added a double handful of small white beans that were roughly the size of orzo pasta, and a bit of salt from a small leather scrip. After I added a bit more water, he set the pot back on the fire and we went back to relaxing.

“Not bad for day one,” I said. “I don’t think that could have been easier.”

“I’d like to go a bit faster tomorrow,” Nerras said, chewing on a piece of jerky. “Today was good, but if we can shave a few hours off our journey I’ll be happy. The sooner we find this Odewyn guy, the sooner we’ll be done.”

Nerras always seemed eager for a fight, so I was glad to have him on my team. There wasn’t a goblin in all of Brovania more suited to this journey than he was.

Our stew turned out great. The oregano really added a nice touch to something that would have otherwise been slightly bland. We dipped the last bits of our first loaf of bread in the stew and wiped our bowls clean with it.

“That was good enough to pay for,” I said, licking a bit of stew from my finger. “Thanks for getting that bird, Nerras.”

The smaller man gave me a seated bow, then pulled a knife from his belt and began sharpening it.

There wasn’t much for us to do after dinner. My weapons were already as sharp as I could make them, so I couldn’t copy Nerras. My clothes and armor were in the back of the wagon, ready to go. There was little left to do except enjoy a good night’s sleep.

Fortunately, Ulenor had a spell that placed a sort of protective barrier around our campsite. It wasn’t an impenetrable wall, but if anything larger than a mouse passed through it, a loud noise would ring out and wake us. That was much better than taking turns standing watch.

Thilli and I curled up on my bedroll with Ulenor at the other end of the tent. To my surprise, Nerras decided to stretch out inside the wagon. I asked him about it, and he said sleeping in the tent with other people would remind him too much of Kless and Ozee, and he wanted to keep his mind clear. I respected that.

It also gave us more room, although we didn’t need a ton. I didn’t move around much at night, and Thilli was the most peaceful sleeper I had ever met. Not like Cirro, who tossed and turned and sometimes wound up sideways across the bed.

No hot bath, no food on a platter, and no sex. Even still, I slept like a baby that night.

We woke with the rising sun. Birds sang in the distance, and a thin layer of dew covered everything.

“It’s so peaceful out here,” Thilli said, yawning and looking around. “Sometimes I almost feel like I could get used to this.”

Nerras was already awake and dressed. He kicked dirt over the coals of our fire, then rolled away each stone. “I love it, personally. My time with Ozee and Kless in the forest was wonderful. Life is simple out here. Nothing gets in the way.”

“This feels like a camping trip so far,” I said. “And I mean that in the best of ways. Good job, everyone. When things go right, we all reap the benefits.”

Part of me wanted to relax for another few minutes over breakfast, but I knew we needed to make good time. I helped tear the tent down and pack everything in the wagon, and soon we were back on the road.

“So, what’s for breakfast?” I asked Ulenor.

The aged wizard dug through our supplies. “Let’s see, we have jerky and some nice bread. Perhaps Nerras can find something for us.”

“I’ll keep my eyes open,” Nerras called out from in front of us. That man had incredible hearing.

At least the jerky was good. I wasn’t entirely sure, but I thought it was from one of those antelope-like animals I had seen some time ago. It had a wild, gamey flavor that was a nice break from all the bland, store-bought jerky I had eaten over the years.

“What do you think we’ll see today?” I asked Thilli.

“Trees,” she replied. “Trees and grass and bushes and little else.”

“Don’t get too excited,” I said to her.

She rolled her eyes at me, then reached behind her and pulled out her sword. It was still in its scabbard, and she laid it across her lap while keeping her hand on the grip.

“Planning on fighting anyone?” I asked.

“I just want it to feel familiar,” she said. “I want to be comfortable with the weight as well. It’s still a bit heavy.” She unsheathed the sword and held it in front of her for a few moments, then relaxed her arm.

It gets easier with every swing,” I told her.

“Easy for you to say,” Thilli said, poking me in the arm. “Look at you.”

I looked down at my arms and blinked. They had grown again. I offered a silent word of thanks to Zozella, for I knew it to be her doing. She was limited in how she could help people, but all these tiny increases in strength were adding up. I would need all the strength I could get for what was in my future, though.

The second day was perhaps even less eventful than the first. These forests were quiet places; not enough people traveled through them for us to run into anyone, but they received just enough traffic that wildlife was often sparse. At least the larger things, like bears for example, were practically unheard of along the road.

Nerras scouted ahead several times, and shortly after lunch came back with a broad grin practically splitting his face in two. He pulled his horse up next to me and tossed me something.

I snatched the dark purple apple out of the air and held it for a moment. “You found an apple tree?” I asked.

“I found a lot of them,” he replied. “Years ago I had been told that someone once planted a grove of apple trees two days south of Gillamoor so that they could always have their favorite snack when they traveled. I don’t know if that story is true, but there are probably five or six apple trees about ten minutes from here.”

A canvas sack hung from his saddle, and he reached down and grabbed it. He passed it to me, and I handed it to Ulenor for safekeeping. That would make our trip much more pleasant.

“These apples go great with wine,” Thilli said, crunching on a small apple with a wine skin lying on her lap.

“Now we just need to find a tomato plant,” I said idly.

Thilli shook her head. “Those grow further south. They like warm, sunny weather.”

I avoided telling her I had been kidding.

Two hours after lunch, Ulenor began muttering under his breath. I turned to better see him and asked him if everything was okay.

“It’s Gus,” he said. “He’s flying far to the south—perhaps too far—and close to the border. I saw movement through his eyes. I only caught a glimpse, but I’m concerned it might be elven scouts. Or bandits.”

“This close?” I asked. “What are elves doing this close to Gillamoor?”

“Well, that’s partially what I’m getting at,” he said. “They aren’t close to Gillamoor. They are deep in the woods, in the direction of Odewyn’s lair. If my understanding of Gus’s location is correct, they were quite near Odewyn’s lair, so there’s a chance we might run into them.”

After Ulenor mentioned that, Nerras rode with his bow resting across his lap. Nothing escaped the man’s sharp eyes.

To be safe, I kept a bow right behind the seat as well. I wasn’t very good with it, but Thilli was. A full quiver hung from her side of the wagon seat, and she occasionally muttered about how she was going to pincushion any elf she saw. Shocking words, coming from a pacifist, but with their history I understood.

After all, I had never even met an elf and I already hated them.

The rest of our evening was relatively uneventful. The apples made a great addition to our travel rations and helped break up the monotony of antelope jerky and dark bread. Thilli’s wine also helped, although I never had more than a couple sips.

A high-pitched screech suddenly rang out in the forest, startling me.

“What the hell was that?” I asked.

“Hawk,” Nerras said over his shoulder. “Probably mad at us for being in his territory. We might have scared away something he was hunting.”

I had never actually heard the call of a hawk before, so I found myself fascinated as it screeched a second time. It was high-pitched, almost like a whistle, but had a raw, aggressive edge to it. The already calm forest went completely still after that, as if every small animal hiding in the leaves knew their survival depended on not being seen.

I hoped that I’d be able to see the bird, but with the thick canopy overhead I knew that wasn’t likely. Still, being able to hear the hawk had been neat.

The downside of the hawk being nearby was that Nerras wasn’t able to find anything to shoot, so our dinner would be the same as our lunch.

“Hey Ulenor,” I asked. “Goblins use magic when building their homes, right?”

“Of course,” he replied. “All that stone? It would simply be too heavy to lift otherwise.”

“How long do you think it will take to build my house?” I figured the simplicity of the goblin designs would help, but I still wanted to get a ballpark figure.

The old wizard frowned and combed his fingers through his beard. “I suppose all that depends on the size and the design.” He looked up at Thilli.

“Shaug said if we have a team of men working, we can probably get it done in five or six months,” she said. “One of the things that will slow down the process is waiting for enough stone to be worked into the right shapes and sizes. Even with magic, that takes time.”

I was also much stronger than other magic users, although I didn’t necessarily have the skill. If I could learn that, or if something like Ulenor could take control and direct my power, that would cut down on time.

We had done something similar down in York, where Ulenor had guided my magical powers. We created a magical sword and armor that was nearly impenetrable. Certainly we could build a house in a relatively short amount of time.

Something crashed through the branches and I nearly leaped out of my skin. Nerras had an arrow nocked and drawn to his cheek in a heartbeat.

A giant hawk flew through the air and slammed into some bushes, sending leaves and feathers flying. Seconds later, it pumped its great wings and climbed away, not at all burdened by the large bird hanging from its talons.

“Holy shit,” I said. That thing was the size of a damn golden eagle. I turned back to Ulenor. “Can you use a bird like that as a spy? To look through its eyes the way you do with Gus?”

Ulenor shook his head. “It’s almost impossible. They’re just too intelligent and wild. Gus is very tame, which allows me to bond with him quite easily. That bird?” He laughed. “That bird would probably hunt me down and try to kill me.”
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We ate our dinner while moving. It was a far cry from the stew of the night before, but it wasn’t as bad as some MREs I had eaten back in my army days. I wouldn’t call it filling, but it was food. Sometimes that was enough.

Thilli wasn’t big on small talk, so we spent much of the evening in silence. Sometimes I would point out a tree that I recognized and ask what the goblin name for it was. Most were quite different.

I daydreamed a bit about my house to pass some time. Letting my wives decide on the design was the right move, of that I was certain. I would probably choose something overly functional and bland. If I was going to spend the rest of my life in that place, I wanted it to be stylish and classy.

“I’ll start looking for a campsite,” Nerras said, and kicked his horse into a trot.

I stretched my arms overhead and yawned. Sitting on a wagon seat all day had left me surprisingly tired. Considering we only stopped for bathroom breaks, my joints were probably just creaky. Ulenor probably felt much worse.

Ten minutes later I spotted Nerras’s horse on the side of the road. I pulled our horse team to a stop, then scanned the roadside for him. Of course it was impossible to spot the man; Nerras was like a ghost in these woods, especially with the mottled green jackets Trina had made for all the military members.

“I’m over here,” Nerras said, materializing in the bushes. He had only been about twenty feet from us. “Getting the wagon in here might be a bit difficult, unless you think you can help with that.”

I frowned at the wagon beneath me. It was much too heavy for me to lift magically. Perhaps one day in the future. I shook my head at Nerras.

“We’ll just have to pull it in there ourselves,” I told him.

Nerras nodded and walked to his horse. He pulled a heavy bladed knife from one of his saddlebags and hacked at a few small trees blocking the way. After five minutes of hard work, there was a path just wide enough for the horses to enter.

“I need to show you how to do that magically,” Ulenor said. “Tomorrow night, you two will clear an area for us.”

I steered the horses down the narrow path Nerras had created and entered a small clearing. Some low bushes covered the ground, but Nerras had pulled most of them up, leaving the ground relatively smooth. I guided the wagon to the side of the clearing and hopped down, then helped Thilli untack the horses. They were eager for more apples, which we readily gave them. After all, they were doing most of the work.

Nerras tossed the last of the bushes out of the way, then began looking for some stones. I tapped into my magic well and used it to trim a branch into dried firewood, which took me considerably less time and effort than it had the night before. All in all, fifteen minutes later we had our campsite up and running.

“Time to relax,” I said, taking a seat on one of the small, folding stools.

Thilli tossed a wineskin on my lap, and I was grateful for it. I didn’t drink much, but a good sip of her wine really hit the spot. I had a feeling I was going to sleep like the dead tonight.

“We should spar,” Nerras said, walking back into the campsite with a stone in his hands. “Andrew, can you help me with these?”

“Sure,” I said, hopping to my feet. I followed the goblin man outside of our clearing and noticed Thilli walked right behind me.

The soil was rocky in this area, so we only had to walk another twenty feet to find a handful of head-sized stones. Each of us grabbed one and we hauled them back to the campsite. After a second trip, Nerras arranged them in a circle and I piled the firewood in the center.

“Would you like to do the honors?” I asked Thilli.

She nodded and focused on the firewood for a moment. A few seconds later, a thin tendril of smoke rose, and shortly after small flames appeared at the base.

“I need to practice more,” Thilli muttered.

“No better time than now,” I said with a smile.

“Heads up,” Nerras said, tossing me a practice sword.

I turned and caught the wooden sword, blade-down. There wasn’t much room in the clearing for us, which I assumed was a good thing. After all, not all of my fights would be in wide-open spaces. I had to learn to fight in cramped areas and difficult situations.

“Thilli, can I borrow your shield?” I asked.

She nodded and went to the wagon, where it was stored. She came back a moment later, her black shield in hand. I slipped my arm through the strap on the back of the shield and gripped the padded handle tightly, then turned back to Nerras.

I opened my mouth to tell him I was ready, but he gave me no time. Nerras launched into a series of attacks, but I managed to block them with Thilli’s shield. I tried to parry a few with my sword, but that was much more difficult—the small man was capable of putting a ridiculous amount of force behind his blows.

One of his sword thrusts slipped past my defenses and I jerked to the left, narrowly avoiding some bruised ribs. At the same time I swung my sword down on his shoulder, halting it before it did any damage. It was just a touch, but he knew I had gotten him.

“That was good,” Nerras said. I could hear a hint of irritation in his voice; the man didn’t like losing, even to a guy a foot taller and eighty pounds heavier than him.

This was my first time fighting with a shield this size, and I was immediately grateful for it. It definitely gave me the upper hand; even Nerras had a hard time getting around it.

When we finished, I passed the sword and shield to Thilli. She wasn’t as strong as me, nor did she have my reach, but she was quick. She also had practiced for several years before meeting me, being a general’s daughter and all. She held her own surprisingly well against Nerras.

“You two are both progressing quickly,” Nerras said, catching his breath. “I need to keep training.”

“If you had a shield you’d probably kick both of our asses,” I told the man.

“True,” he replied. He wasn’t bragging, he just knew what he was capable of.

That bit of exercise was enough to make me eager for my bedroll. The four of us sat around the fire for another hour, tending to our equipment and chatting, then finally retired for the night. Nerras slept in the wagon again, and Ulenor cast his spell that surrounded our campsite. He muttered about elves while doing so.

Thilli and I curled up on my bedroll, her head on my shoulder. Ulenor laid on his own bedroll, and only a few minutes later was snoring softly.

Thilli’s fingers were tangled in my hair and she moved them in slow circles.

“What are you thinking about?” I asked.

“You,” she replied, her voice soft.

“Uh oh,” I said.

She smiled. “You’re a pretty nice guy, Andrew. I like that. I think we’re going to get along just fine.”

“I’d say that’s a good thing,” I said.

Thilli kissed me on the cheek, and we went to sleep.

The moment my eyes opened the next morning, a very serious thought occurred to me. Ulenor had seen elves in the area to the south, scouts or brigands. He had that spell that would warn us if anyone came near, but we should have taken turns standing watch. I made a mental note to bring that up later today.

Nerras poked his head into the tent and made a quiet hissing noise. Seeing I was already awake, he nodded. Next to me, Thilli stirred.

“I’d like for us to get on the road as soon as possible,” Nerras said, then exited the tent.

“Nerras seems obsessed with doing everything quickly,” Thilli grumped quietly.

“I think he just misses Kless and Ozee,” I said, kissing Thilli on the side of her head. “He’s also probably eager to get this over with, and a bit on edge because he knows elves might be in the area.”

At the mention of elves, Thilli’s brows drew down. She grumbled under her breath as she pushed back our blanket. I caught a few quiet curses as she stamped her feet into her boots. I could almost feel sorry for any elves we ran into.

I stretched my arms over my head, then grunted as I pushed myself to my feet. I had never been much of a morning person, but I was enjoying sleeping in the woods so far. I felt more connected with the world, more at peace even though we had a fight ahead of us. Perhaps several.

I emptied my bladder on a nearby tree, then walked back to our campsite. Ulenor was up, knuckling the small of his back and hobbling around. A thought suddenly occurred to me.

“Hey Ulenor, can I try something?” I asked.

“I suppose you can,” he said, turning to face me. “What did you have in mind?”

I placed my hand on his arm, so that I was touching his skin, and pulled deeply from my magical well until I felt like I held the sun inside me. Ulenor’s eyes widened when he sensed how much magic I held.

Carefully, I sent my magical tendrils into Ulenor’s body, searching for any injuries. I kept my touch light; I wasn’t expecting any acute injuries, just tiny bits of wear and tear that had accumulated over time. The old man hardly had any muscle mass—I could feel that from my grip on his arm. His lower back was a wreck, as was his right hip and both shoulders. For that matter, so was his neck.

I poured magical energy into his body and directed it to heal itself. Calcium collected in his bones and collagen formed between his joints. The amount I was able to force his body to produce was miniscule, but hopefully it would be enough to help.

Ulenor squeezed his eyes shut and sucked in breath between clenched teeth as his body healed. When I was done he exhaled hard, almost shaking. He finally opened his eyes and looked at me. He turned slightly, as if testing for pain.

“Thank you, Andrew. This was well beyond my abilities, or even that of most healers, but it appears you’re quite a bit stronger. You have all of my gratitude.”

I waved it away. “You brought me into a pretty awesome life, so now we’ll call it even. Oh, and try to get some exercise so you don’t waste away.”

I released my hold on my magical well and almost immediately sank to a knee. “Ah, shit,” I said. “I had almost forgotten about that.”

Exhaustion threatened to overpower me, but I pushed it away and rose to my feet. Some of it would fade over the next few minutes, but I needed to rest.

“I don’t think I’ve ever felt anyone hold as much magic as you just did,” Ulenor said quietly. “And you’re still growing in power. I don’t even know what to say.”

“Just help me load up the wagon then,” I said with a smile.

I looked around briefly but didn’t see Nerras, so Ulenor and I tore down the tent while Thilli got the horses ready. By the time we got the wagon loaded up, Nerras was still gone. He was a responsible man, so I figured he was just relieving himself out in the woods.

A twig snapped beneath a hoof and a horse snorted, so I turned to face him.

But it wasn’t Nerras.
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Two men in dark hooded cloaks approached, both on horseback. Even my untrained eye could see the quality of their cloaks. They looked like something royalty would wear, other than the dark color. A gauntleted hand aimed a small crossbow at my chest, and the other man leveled one at Thilli, who was standing right next to the wagon.

I opened myself to my magical well, but didn’t draw any power into myself. They would be able to sense that. Instead, I waited, ready to attack the moment I saw an opening.

The men pushed back their hoods and Ulenor made a disgusted sound in his throat. Thilli spat on the ground.

They were elves, that much was obvious. They both looked to be a similar height as me, with pale skin that almost glowed with a golden sheen. Their faces were ridiculously handsome, with large, bright eyes and pointed ears that stuck through their long hair. Both men looked upon us with cruelty in their twisted frowns, as if they were looking at worms. They wore elaborate armor crafted from brown leather. Thin overlapping plates covered their chest, reminding me of snake scales.

“You seem far from home,” The elf aiming his crossbow at me said. His voice was haughty, as if even the act of talking to us was beneath him. “I don’t think I’ve seen your kind before. What sort of creature are you?”

“I’m a human,” I answered after a deep, calming breath. “And if anyone is far from home, it’s you. You’re in Brovania, not your own land.”

The elf waved my comment away. “Emperor Laeryth’s rule extends everywhere that trees provide shade.” He pointed his crossbow at Ulenor. “If anything, these dogs are on our land. What are you doing here?”

“What business is it of yours?” I asked, my anger rising.

The elf nodded at the wagon. “That’s a fine looking wagon. The bitch isn’t half bad, either, although I feel that I need to bathe just looking at her.” He raised his crossbow and pointed it at my face. “We’ll be taking both. If you move, we’ll take your lives as well.”

An arrow suddenly burst forth from the elf’s eye, spraying blood onto his horse’s neck. I immediately ducked to the side as his crossbow bolt flew through the air where I had just been standing. The other elf whirled his horse around, scanning the trees behind them for the attacker.

As quickly as possible, I pulled deeply on my magical well and sent a gust of wind at the elf, hard enough to topple him from his horse. I sprinted towards him, but by the time I got there an arrow blossomed in his throat. He dropped his crossbow and clutched at the wound as Thilli approached him, bow in hand. She nocked an arrow and pulled it smoothly back to her cheek, then fired it point-blank into his face.

“Is everyone okay?” I asked, checking both elven corpses to ensure they didn’t move. Their horses, clearly well trained, had barely moved through the ordeal.

“Just a bit shaken,” Ulenor said, sitting on the ground and catching his breath.

“I’m fine now that they’re dead,” Thilli said, her voice hard.

I turned back to the elves and saw Nerras picking over their corpses, bow in hand. Holy shit, this man had just saved our asses. I owed him big time.

“Here,” Nerras said, snatching a necklace from the one elf. He examined the pendant in his hand for a moment, then tossed it to me.

I snatched it out of the air and looked closely at it. It was an intricately detailed leaf made from silver, about two inches in length. Other than the fine craftsmanship, there seemed to be nothing special about it. I looked up at Nerras.

“The leaf signifies his social standing,” the goblin soldier explained as he walked to the other corpse. “Only the one man was of the blood, so that’s good.” He turned back to me. “Elves with any relation to the royal family are said to be ‘of the blood.’ Those with the smallest ties are the leaves, like this bastard.” He kicked the elven corpse. “If they’re closer to the royal family, their pendant will look more like a branch, or a tree. The members of the royal family itself are the roots. The roots from which all society grows,” he added in disdain.

“So, we just killed one of the blood,” I said. “That’s obviously bad, but how bad?”

“Oh, it’s bad alright,” Nerras said, pulling a curved dagger from the man’s belt. “That means there will probably be more of them. If they discover that a goblin killed a member of the blood, it will mean war.”

“So let’s get to work hiding these bodies,” I said.

Nerras took both of the crossbows as well as quivers of bolts and placed them in the back of our wagon. He cut their coin purses from their belts and tossed them in the wagon as well. After staring at the corpses for a moment, he grunted.

“You should take their cloaks, Andrew. I hate to say it, but they’re your size and you’ll be hard pressed to find anything finer.” He bent down and undid the clasp that held the cloak to the man’s neck, then tossed it to me.

I held the cloak for a moment, examining it. From just the feeling, I couldn’t quite tell what type of cloth it was made from. It felt as strong as heavy canvas, but soft like merino wool, with none of the itchiness. The cloak was dark gray in color, with silver and black embroidery around every edge, depicting leaves and vines. I almost swung it around my shoulders, but ultimately decided against it.

“We don’t know if there are more of these assholes out there,” I said. “Let’s hide their stuff until we’re sure.” I rolled up the cloak, then stuffed it in the back of the wagon along with the crossbows, beneath our supplies.

“I can help with the bodies,” Ulenor said, flipping through his spellbook.

I walked over to Thilli and saw several emotions battling on her face. I cautiously hugged her, and she hugged me back.

“It’s a lot to process, I know,” I said quietly. “It was either him or us. You saved our lives.”

“I can’t believe I just did that,” she said, shaking. “I’ve never felt such anger before. It just rose up and took control of me.”

“It’s okay, it happens,” I told her. “You’ll have to learn to control that, though. I need you to be clear-headed when we’re fighting over the next few days.”

She pulled away from me and wiped her eyes. “I know. I’ll be okay, I promise.” She looked back at the elf she had killed, anger and disgust playing across her face.

I turned and saw Ulenor chanting a spell. Before him, the dirt seemed to move on its own accord, splitting and sliding to two sides like Moses parting the sea. A great hole opened up in front of him.

Nerras and I grabbed the corpses and threw them in the holes. With another spell, Ulenor caused the dirt to move back in place. When he was done, there was no sign the ground had ever been disturbed.

“These are fine horses,” Nerras said. “We’ll send them north. They should eventually find Gillamoor, or the next travelers through this area will see them.” He led both horses back to the road, then slapped their haunches. They whinnied and took off, galloping away.

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I had been holding. That was a hell of a way to start the day.

“Those crossbows will come in handy when we get near Odewyn’s lair,” Nerras said. “It’s a shame neither of them had a sword. Elven smiths produce some of the finest steel in the land.” He spat on the ground, as if praising anything elven tasted foul.

“Let’s hurry up and get out of here in case more show up,” I said, walking towards our wagon. I helped Ulenor and Thilli up, then climbed into the driver’s seat. In short order, we were back on the road.

“Hand me some jerky, Andrew,” Nerras said, keeping his horse next to me. I gave him a handful and he nodded his thanks, then kicked his horse into a faster walk.

I grabbed some for myself as well, and offered it to Ulenor and Thilli. Neither were hungry.

“Make sure you keep your strength up,” I told her. “I know what you just did was tough, but your body still needs fuel. Have an apple if that’s all you can eat.”

She gave me a tense nod, then began munching on an apple. After a minute, Ulenor crunched into one behind me.

They had all heard me talk of these things, and everyone was familiar with the Battle of Gillamoor. Thilli talked a big game about the things she would do if she ever saw an elf, and her first meeting showed that she lived up to those words. I was proud of her for not hesitating or being frozen with fear.

But actually taking a man’s life was a hard thing to do. With a rifle it had been easy. Just squeeze your finger on the trigger and the bad guys go down. Firing a bow point-blank into someone’s face took a lot more courage. Or blinding anger.

Our morning was fairly quiet after that. Nerras came by every half hour to check in, and didn’t see anything. In case we ran into any more, I wanted a plan.

I turned to Ulenor. “Hey Ulenor,” I began. “What kinds of animals are in these woods? Anything big that can kill a man?”

He frowned and combed his fingers through his beard as he thought. “Not near the road, no. Further into the forest I believe bears have been seen, as well as wolves. Why do you ask?”

“I’m just trying to stay prepared,” I replied. I took a sip from Thilli’s wine skin to calm my nerves. No way only two elves were in the area. It was only a matter of time before we found the rest of them.

Nerras was gone for much longer this time, and I began to worry. An hour later, he came galloping back to our wagon, his face dark with concern.

“Elves,” he said. “A dozen men, all of them armed. I don’t know what they’re doing here but they can’t mean any good.”

I opened my mouth to curse but thought better of it. With Thilli next to me, I didn’t want to show any fear. Everyone, for that matter, needed to see that I could handle things.

“If there are a dozen of them, I doubt we can fight them,” I said. “Stay here with us, Nerras. Or better yet, hide in the woods and keep an eye on us. If things go south, you can be our backup.”

Nerras nodded, then steered his horse off the road and into the forest. He was gone from sight after only a handful of seconds. One of these days, I had to ask him how he did that.

I clicked my tongue and drove the wagon forwards another thirty feet, to a part of the road where the trees came in closer on each side. It would be harder to surround us, that way. At least, I hoped.

“Please tell me you have a plan,” Ulenor said from behind me. I heard the rustling sound of him flipping through his spell book.

I looked over at Thilli and smiled. “Don’t worry, you two. I always have a plan.”
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Ihad Ulenor set several wineskins, a few apples, and Thilli’s bow right behind the driver’s seat. My sword went back there as well as Thilli’s shield. If worst came to worst, I wanted to be ready. I considered donning my armor, but I figured that would look too suspicious. No one drove a wagon around wearing heavy armor for no reason.

I also had Ulenor make sure the things we took from those two elves were well hidden. All the diplomacy in the world wouldn’t amount to much if we practically advertised that we had killed them.

After that, there was nothing else to do but sit and wait. I opened myself to my magical well without actually drawing any of it into me, and tried to think of some things I could do against a dozen armed men. I was still tired from healing Ulenor, so my powers were weak.

A few minutes later, they came into view. The elves rode in two columns, with the men at front wielding crossbows. They made it clear they were in no hurry and took their time approaching us.

If my first interaction with elves hadn’t been enough to make me hate them, this solidified that feeling. The haughty sneers on their faces made me want to slap them. The way they looked down their long noses was like…. Well, I had a hard time thinking of an analogy, as I had never seen anyone look that way before. Not to this extent.

“Ho there!” I called out as they rode closer.

The elves split from their two perfect columns and formed a half-circle in front of us. The man in the center wore armor similar to what I had seen earlier, but with gilded designs embossed into the leather. A sword hung from his hip as well, slightly curved with a hilt and pommel so beautifully made it looked like artwork instead of a deadly weapon. This man was clearly their leader. He kicked his horse forwards a few steps.

“Let me do the talking,” I said to Thilli, my voice quiet. “We can’t take this many people, so be careful.”

I raised a hand in greeting and the lead elf gave me a flat look.

“What sort of beast are you?” he asked, his voice frigid and snide.

I suppose I would have to get used to explaining what I was. “I’m a human,” I called out.

“I’ve never heard of humans before,” he replied. “What are you doing here?”

I casually pointed above my head to the minotaur skull. “I’m here to kill Vogrim. As you can see, his minions haven’t been much of a problem for me.”

Several of the elves whispered among themselves upon hearing me say that. The lead elf turned his head slightly and they stopped immediately.

“I am Lord Farozhin of the Sunset Branch,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “With whom do I speak?” I assumed his mention of branch involved that whole leaf, branch, root thing Nerras had mentioned earlier. So this guy was also of the blood, and of considerably higher social status. But what was he doing out here?

“My name is Andrew Jones,” I said. I almost introduced Thilli and Ulenor, but decided that probably wouldn’t go over well. “I am from a different world, called Earth. I was brought here to fight Vogrim.”

“Yes, you mentioned that already,” Farozhin muttered. His horse stomped its hoof and he patted it on the neck. “Duhain and Lior passed through this way several hours ago. Have you seen them?”

“We have not seen any other elves today,” I replied. “But we pulled off the road this morning to relieve ourselves and to resupply after spotting some apple trees. It’s possible they passed us when I was making water.” I grabbed an apple from behind the seat and offered it to him. “Care for one?”

From the way he frowned at me, I could tell he was considering violence. The minotaur skull above my head, the size of my arms straining my sleeves, and the fact that I was an unknown race were probably the only things keeping him from ordering his troops to slaughter us.

“You can tell your man to come out of the woods,” he said with a hint of a sneer as his gaze fell upon Thilli. “Typical of goblins, always skulking about, thinking they’re going to get the upper hand on someone. Can’t trust the lot of them.”

“Nerras!” I shouted after a bloated pause. “You can come out.” I turned back to the Farozhin. “To be fair, you guys don’t exactly have a cheerful history. I can’t blame them for not trusting you.”

“Everyone has a place,” Farozhin explained as if it were obvious. “Just like dogs often belong in cages, goblins belong in positions of servitude. It’s what they’re best at, and it’s all they’re good for.”

I placed a hand on Thilli’s to keep her from drawing her bow. The tension in her arm made it feel like an iron rod.

Nerras slowly rode into view, keeping plenty of distance between him and the elves. His bow rested across his lap.

“I have a better idea,” I said, reaching behind the seat where I had stashed a few of Thilli’s wine skins. I grabbed one, then tossed it to Farozhin. He caught it, although his expression said such an action was beneath him.

“Try that,” I said. “That’s some of the best wine I’ve ever had. We’ll call it a gift.”

The elf stared down at the wine skin as if it were made of dung.

I pulled a second skin out and moved to pull the stopper out. “Look, if you want me to drink from it first to prove it isn’t poisoned, I will.”

He frowned at me. “Do you really think, for one second, that I would drink after you? Your disgusting, hairy face would likely sour the wine.” He grumbled a few curses under his breath, but pulled out the stopper and drank a swig of the wine. He grunted, then looked at the skin as if surprised.

“I suppose that is adequate,” he said. I imagined he would never stoop to admitting that goblin wine was actually good. “Where did you get this?” he asked.

“They made it,” I said, jerking a thumb at Thilli. “The goblins. Here, take two more,” I said, reaching behind the seat for more skins. Thilli hissed at me, but I ignored her and tossed them to the elf.

Farozhin caught them, then motioned for another elf to move forwards. When he did, Farozhin handed him the wine skin he had taken a sip from. The man next to him frowned at the wine skin for a moment, then took a quick pull from it. His face brightened in surprise.

“There is no way goblins made this,” the other man said. “They could never make such—”

He cut off as Farozhin raised a hand, his eyes still on me. “Why do you give us the gift of wine?” The way he said it made it sound more important than it was, like giving someone some wine had specific meaning.

“Look, I’m going to be honest with you,” I told him. “I’ve heard plenty about the elves, and so far I’m not too impressed with you. But you’re my neighbors, and I’d rather we have peace than a looming threat of war. Let’s call this a peace offering. Take those other two wineskins and give them to whoever would be in charge of setting up a trade deal.”

He scoffed. “Are you actually suggesting we buy wine from the goblins?” His tone was so offended I halfway expected him to draw his sword. One of the other elves gripped his crossbow tightly and looked like he wanted to use it.

“That’s exactly what I’m suggesting,” I replied smoothly. “You get some great wine, the goblins get a bit of money, tensions ease a bit. We all benefit from peace, Farozhin.”

Several of the elves gasped loudly. The one next to Farozhin growled at me.

“That’s Lord Farozhin, cur.” He turned to Farozhin, his face darkening with anger. “My lord, I request permission to cut this mongrel’s tongue out.”

Farozhin held up a hand, silencing the other man. “Go look in their wagon, Jaenas.”

Jaenas nodded and spurred his horse forwards, glaring at me the entire time. When he got to the rear of the wagon he leaned over, examining our supplies stored there. Fortunately, he didn’t look too closely.

“Everyone benefits from peace,” I repeated.

Farozhin scoffed at my words. “And you expect me to believe you’re going to kill Vogrim as well?”

“I don’t particularly care if you believe it or not,” I replied, calmly meeting his icy gaze. “That’s what I’m going to do. Your people will benefit from that as well.”

He snorted. “Vogrim wouldn’t stand a chance against our armies. We would crush him into dust.”

“Then why haven’t any of you taken him out yet?” I was keenly aware of Jaenas pulling his horse next to the wagon. Having him that close was unsettling. I readied myself in case he tried anything, but continued talking with Farozhin. “Vogrim wants to conquer the world, you know. Why not kill him yourself and gain all the glory?”

Jaenas lashed out at me then. I had been expecting it, so when he tried to backhand me I caught his wrist. I squeezed it as hard as I could.

“You dare touch me?” he shouted, scrambling for his knife with his left hand.

“Jaenas, enough!” Farozhin snapped.

I slowly turned my head and met Jaenas’s eyes. His eyes were like burning coals, but I caught a hint of pain in them. My grip had always been strong, even before Zozella blessed me with additional strength. I released his hand and he snapped it away, then angrily spurred his horse forwards so that he was next to Farozhin again. I suppressed the urge to grin as I saw him rubbing his wrist.

“So, I’m going to ignore the fact that your man has threatened me and tried to strike me,” I said. “Instead, I will again offer peace. Let’s begin a wine trade.”

Farozhin stared at me for a long moment. “First, I have a question,” he said. “You say you’re here to kill Vogrim. Why, then, are you traveling in the wrong direction?”

I thought of inventing some elaborate lie but decided in this instance the truth would be easier.

“Because I’m not ready to face him just yet,” I replied. “I need a few things first. Odewyn, a necromancer that lives to the south, has something I’ll need.”

Farozhin’s lip curled at the mention of Odewyn. “That man—if I could even call him a man any longer—is a foul, wretched disgrace to the elven people and anyone that uses magic. You say you are going to slay him?” I nodded. “I would consider it a personal favor if you used my dagger to end his life.”

His horse stepped closer to my wagon as he worked at his waist, sliding his dagger from his sword belt. It took him a few minutes, but he eventually tossed the sheathed dagger to me.

I caught it and set it on the seat next to me. It was a beautiful weapon, made in the same flowing style as the sword he wore.

“What’s this all about?” I asked.

“There is a bounty on Odewyn’s head,” Farozhin explained. “And there has been for many years, but so far no one has possessed the skill to stand against him. That is my reason for being here. I see from the minotaur skull above you that you are no stranger to violence. This will be a test, Andrew Jones of Earth. Slay Odewyn and meet me back here in one week with proof of his demise. If you do that, I will accept your offering to begin a wine trade.”

I did some quick math in my head. “Make it four days. It won’t take me that long. Also, what do you get out of this?”

His mouth twitched into a smile, the first one I had seen yet. “You will tell me in great detail of how you did it and I will take the evidence to my lord so that I can explain to him how I killed Odewyn. Then, I shall collect the bounty.”

I laughed. Not at him, but at the situation itself. Farozhin’s faint smile quickly turned into a scowl, but he relaxed when I spoke again.

“Fine, fine,” I said. “I accept your offer. May we both prosper from this.”

He gave me an infinitesimally small seated bow. “May it be so.” He barked an order to his men and they moved their horses aside so that we could pass. Nerras went first, his face cold and his back straight, and we followed behind him.

“Andrew?” Farozhin called out.

I turned in my seat so I could see him through the wagon.

“Don’t let me down, Andrew. If you return without proof, it will be your head that I take to my lord.”
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“Those sons of whores,” Thilli grated once we were safely out of earshot. “Every single one of them deserves a slow death. Did you hear what he said about us? That we belong in servitude!”

I placed my hand on Thilli’s to calm her down. “That guy was a serious asshole,” I said. “So far, it seems all elves are. But what’s important is that right now we’re alive. Furthermore, we’re alive and may even be making peace for our children.”

“We’ll know peace when I poison every cask of wine we send their way,” Thilli growled.

“If you’re going to do that, at least send good wine first to gain their trust.” I meant it as a joke, but she nodded as if it were a great idea. I had to stop doing that before Thilli started a war.

“I applaud you for how you handled that, Andrew,” Ulenor said from behind me. “Elves require a firm hand, but not so firm that they are insulted. You did well.”

“He just reminded me of some bullies from back home,” I replied. “Not that I was planning on avoiding Odewyn, but looks like we have extra incentive to kill him now.”

“Yes, yes, you’re right,” Ulenor said. Next to me, Thilli continued cursing the elves under her breath. Ulenor continued. “I always assumed the elves would dislike Odewyn, but I didn’t realize it was that serious. That is good, and plays into our favor. Perhaps when we come back you can convince Farozhin to tell his lord that you helped him. If you’re seeking to build trust, that would be a prime opportunity.”

“Why should we trust the elves?” Thilli burst out. “Do you understand exactly what they did to us? They kept us as slaves for a thousand years, Andrew. A thousand years!”

I held up a hand to stop her. “I do understand, which is why I also understand your anger. As I said earlier, I’m not trying to befriend them. I just don’t want our children growing up under the threat of war. Besides, this is about more than just wine.”

“Care to explain?” Thilli asked in a dangerously quiet voice.

“Of course,” I replied. “After we kill Odewyn, this Farozhin guy will agree to buy some wine. Perhaps we can send him home with a few extra wineskins to pass out. What will happen after that is he’ll send some people to the nearest goblin city—Gillamoor—to buy several casks of your father’s wine. When those men see Gillamoor, with its new fortifications and well-disciplined army, they will report that back to their superiors. This wine will result in them knowing that we can take care of ourselves. It will greatly reduce any chance of them attacking us.”

Some of the heat dissipated from Thilli’s glare. “I still don’t like it,” she said.

“To be honest, neither do I,” I told her. “But this is the safest way I can think of letting them know that we’re no easy prey. I imagine they’ll try something at some point, and our response will be so quick and professional that they’ll know they can’t screw with us. That’s why I’m working so hard to train our military.”

Thilli frowned and looked away. “When we get back to Gillamoor I’ll send word to my father to deliver more wine.”

“Perfect,” I said. “Maybe Colonel Chuleel will sell some of his as well.” I turned in my seat so I could see Ulenor. “So, what’s our plan with Odewyn?”

The old man took a deep breath. “Fighting a sorcerer isn’t the easiest thing,” he said slowly, as if choosing his words. “He will be strong, perhaps even stronger than you, with much greater experience. In short, if he is able to use his magic against you, we will probably lose. You will have to find some way to catch him off guard. Or, you can try countering his magic, but that’s very difficult.”

“So, how do I do it?” I asked.

Ulenor frowned. “You have to detect precisely what magic they’re going to use, then do something to block it. For example, if you sensed he was going to send fire at you, you would respond by sending a wall of water or ice to extinguish it. And you have to do it quickly enough that you aren’t burned to a crisp. And you have to remember he might be doing the same thing to you. I’ve read about a few sorcerers being able to take magical energy and dissipate it, but I’ve never known anyone able to do it, so we’ll focus on countering.”

“Well, shit,” I said. “How do we practice that?”

Ulenor looked at Thilli. She turned and looked at him, then at me, then rolled her eyes.

“Okay, fine. What do you need me to do?” she asked.

“Pull your magic into yourself,” Ulenor explained. “Something simple for starters, like sending a gust of wind at a tree or lifting a stone from the dirt. Andrew, you have to reach out with your magical powers and detect what she’s doing. You’ll find there is a different feeling to many things. Almost a flavor, if you will.”

I pulled a trickle of magic into myself and reached out to Thilli with my magical tendrils. I felt something within her, but I couldn’t say what it was.

Next to us, a tree shook as a gust of wind rustled it.

“Now do something different,” Ulenor said.

Thilli held out her hand, palm-up, and concentrated for a moment. A small flame flickered into existence above her palm, then winked out.

“I felt that,” I said. “I see what you meant, Ulenor. It felt different than when she made the wind blow. I think I would recognize it if I felt it again.”

Thilli looked at me for a moment, and I felt her draw magic into herself. Now that I knew what to feel for, it came more easily.

“Wind,” I blurted out.

Just then, another breeze shook a few nearby trees.

“Very good,” Ulenor said, sounding impressed. “You continue to astound me at the rate you learn, Andrew. It would take most people months to do what you just did.”

“Hashtag chosen one,” I replied.

Both Ulenor and Thilli looked at me strangely, and I laughed.

“Try something else,” Ulenor said to Thilli. “See if you can get him plenty of experience on as many different uses of magic as possible.”

“I’ll do my best, but I have a limited amount of strength in this,” Thilli said warily.

For the next half hour, Thilli cast small spells of fire, water, wind, and even gravity. I was certain there were many more ways to use it, but she was limited by her strength in magic. I got to the point where I could recognize most of them immediately.

“Enough,” Thilli said, swaying in her seat. “I know you need to learn, but I’m exhausted.”

“Take a nap, honey,” I told her, helping her out of the seat. She climbed over the back and into the rear of the wagon, where she laid upon our rolled-up tent. She was asleep in minutes.

“How are you dealing with the exhaustion, Andrew?” Ulenor asked, quietly so as not to wake Thilli.

“A lot better,” I told him. “I’m still tired after healing you earlier, but I’m not passing out like I have narcolepsy anymore.”

Ulenor nodded. “Good, good. I told you that you would gain in strength very rapidly. Now you just need to work on control and endurance. Those will come with time and practice.”

Nerras came back a few minutes later to report that he hadn’t seen anything. There was an edge to the man that suggested something was bothering him. When I asked what was wrong, he looked at me and grunted.

“It’s those elves. I found a few animals off the side of the road with crossbow bolts through them. They just shot them, with no intention of eating them.” He shook his head. “I find it hard to even comprehend their level of cruelty.”

I was glad Thilli was asleep so she hadn’t heard that.

The rest of our day passed without anything of note. Thilli woke after an hour-long nap, and climbed back into the driver’s seat. Her mood seemed to have improved as well, although she still occasionally made a comment about the elves under her breath.

As usual, when sunset was near Nerras rode ahead to find an appropriate campsite. This time it didn’t take him long; he had found where the elves had apparently camped, and to our surprise the place wasn’t trashed. They seemed like the kind of people to leave rubbish and animal carcasses in their wake, but the spot was surprisingly clean and tidy.

When we set up camp that evening, I brought up the topic of keeping watch to Nerras. He agreed, and we mentioned it to the others.

“Considering what we’ve dealt with and what’s ahead of us, the safe option is for us to take turns staying awake and keeping an eye out,” I explained. “We’ll take two-hour shifts, and whoever is on watch will get one of the crossbows. Or a bow, if you prefer. Ulenor, you can still cast your spell to help keep us safe. Having a pair of eyes open at all times will be the best.”

“I’ll take first watch,” Ulenor said. “At my age, waking at midnight leaves me grumpy and exhausted. I would probably fall asleep on my shift.”

I laughed. “Thanks for being honest. I’ll take second shift.”

“Third,” Thilli said.

“I guess I’m last, then,” Nerras said.

We sat around the fire for a bit and tried to enjoy the rest of the evening. Thilli and Nerras sang an old goblin folk song together, harmonizing surprisingly well. Thilli had a beautiful singing voice, and Nerras wasn’t half bad. The song was about a cycle of longing for the seasons; in the winter, they longed for the spring, in the spring they longed for the summer, and so forth.

“So, do you plan on taking a wife one of these days?” Thilli asked Ulenor. I was surprised by the question, but Ulenor took it in stride.

“No, no,” he said, shaking his head slightly. “I simply don’t have time for such things. My days are filled with studying magic and advising Mayor Beezle. I wouldn’t have time for a partner.”

“Didn’t you mention a lover once?” I asked him.

A hint of sadness stained Ulenor’s smile. “Yes. She’s still out there, and I hope to see her again one day. But that all depends on the direction life takes me.”

I had no clue what the old man was talking about, so I decided not to push it.

“How about you?” I asked Nerras. “Any new developments with Ozee and Kless?”

“Ozee wants a garden,” he replied. “When we get back, I’ll have to start working on a new place. My current house is small, and near the military district. No real room for a garden or children.”

“Maybe we’ll luck out and Odewyn will have a chest filled with gold or something,” I said. “That could help us all out. Especially me, I’m still flat broke.”

Thilli laughed. “You don’t have to pay for anything, though. You get everything for free.”

“Yeah, but I don’t like that,” I said. “I like earning my money and paying my way.”

“Men,” Thilli said with a smile. “Always the prideful ones. Good thing women are around to guide you or else you’d all work yourselves to death in your twenties.”
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Ulenor gently nudged me awake when it was my turn to stand watch. I yawned and slipped out from beneath Thilli while Ulenor crawled into bed. As quietly as possible, I pulled my boots on, then slipped out of the tent.

The embers of our fire were the only light source outside. The darkness was so thick it almost felt oppressive. I had only been in places rural enough to experience darkness like this a few times in my life; even in Afghanistan we had lights on in our FOB and people fighting in the middle of the night.

The canopy of trees was too dense for me to see the sky, so I decided to find a better place nearby. Ulenor had left the crossbow and quiver outside the tent, so I slipped the quiver over my shoulder and grabbed the crossbow, then walked away.

This was the first time I had held the elven crossbow. It was a fine weapon as far as I could tell in the near-pitch blackness. The stock had a gentle curve to it that fit snugly in my hand and against my shoulder. I ran my thumb across the steel limbs and felt engraving; probably leaves and vines if it was anything like their armor or the dagger Farozhin had given me.

I stepped out of our campsite and walked to the road, where a small gap in the trees gave me a view of the sky.

Being in a place without any light pollution made for wonderous views. A dense splattering of stars filled the sky with dim light. They numbered in the millions, far too many to count. Although my window for viewing was only a small opening in the trees, I still marveled at the sight.

I walked back to our campsite with a smile on my face. For whatever reason, seeing the stars always put me in a good mood. My mind often wandered and thought about all the other worlds potentially out there.

Turns out, I found myself living in one.

Briefly, I wondered if walking into the campsite would set off Ulenor’s alarm. I entered the area and nothing happened, so I assumed he had attuned it to allow us to pass. No other noises came to me other than the gentle rustling of the trees each time the wind blew, or the faint crackling of the remnants of our fire.

I grabbed a nearby branch and set it on the fire, then sat down and watched as it slowly caught. It suddenly dawned on me that I had no way to tell time. How would I know when two hours had passed? I couldn’t see the moon overhead, so I couldn’t use that to tell time. I slowly watched as the flames licked up the piece of wood and eventually consumed it.

Eventually, I had to pee so I got up and walked to the treeline. After relieving myself I went back to the fire and saw Thilli sitting there, staring into the flames.

“Can’t sleep?” I asked.

She gave me an unreadable look. “I think I’m getting used to sleeping on you,” she replied. “It feels strange, you not being there next to me. If we’re in different beds it’s fine, but knowing that you’re here, I can’t sleep without you.”

I sat down next to her and put my arm around her shoulders. She leaned against me and sighed.

“What do you think it’s going to be like?” she asked. “When we get closer to Odewyn, that is. What do you think we’ll see?”

“I’m not sure,” I replied. “Hopefully nothing too crazy. I’m hoping we can fight off a few monsters that I imagine he’ll have guarding the lair, then walk in and kill him with a few well-aimed arrows.”

“That sounds too easy,” she said. “It would be nice if things went as planned, wouldn’t it?”

I laughed softly. “One of the things I’m grateful for is how I learned to deal with exactly that. Back in the army I went to a lot of schools, like Ranger school. They basically put you in a bad situation without enough food or sleep and you have to prove that you can keep going, no matter how things go wrong.”

“All this training you mention always sounds awful,” she said. “Surely there are ways to train people without starving them or depriving them of sleep.”

“And I went to plenty of schools where they fed us,” I said. “But war is hell, Thilli. When things get bad, we won’t get much sleep, and we’ll be too busy fighting to eat. I know I can keep going, even if I haven’t slept or eaten, because I’ve done it before. There’s value in that.”

She was silent for a while. We just sat there together and I enjoyed the feeling of her pressed against me.

“When the time comes, I think I want a daughter,” Thilli said quietly. She looked up at me, at my dark hair. “I’m just glad she’ll have black hair, like us.” Black hair was rare among goblins, and considered especially beautiful.

I squeezed Thilli tightly against me. “That sounds great, honey. I’d like that.”

“Did you have to take turns standing watch like this when you were in the army?” she asked after a while.

“All the time,” I told her. “I’d like to say I’m used to it, but I hate missing sleep. But, attacks often come just before the sun rises, so it’s important that someone is always awake.”

Together, we stared into the fire for some time, just passing time. I stayed up for her shift as well, so the two of us could hold each other longer. It felt good, having her there. It felt…right.

Thilli leaned up and kissed me softly after a while. Our kissing grew more heated, and I reached down and squeezed one of her breasts, but she finally pulled away.

“Not here,” she said. “I don’t feel like getting dead leaves stuck to my ass. Let’s go back to bed, Andrew. I’m pretty sure my shift is done anyways.”

I clambered to my feet and pulled her up. Together, we walked over to the wagon, where Nerras slept. Thilli reached into the wagon and gently nudged his ankle, waking him. Nerras snorted himself awake, then sighed heavily. I knew that sound. Waking up at four in the morning was never fun.

As Nerras climbed out of the wagon, Thilli and I went back into the tent. I saw him stifle a jaw-cracking yawn before I closed the tent flap and went to my bedroll. After pulling my boots off, I practically collapsed onto the floor of the tent, not even bothering to remove my clothing. Thilli was there right away, cuddling up against my shoulder. In a matter of seconds I had fallen into a deep, dreamless sleep.

“Alright, time to wake up,” Nerras said, pulling me from my slumber.

I opened my eyes, silently cursing the sunlight that entered through the open tent flap. Had it been two hours already? I felt like I had only just fallen asleep.

Everyone was grumpy that morning. Losing sleep was a great way to do that. When we got back into the wagon and continued our journey, I turned to Ulenor.

“Hey Ulenor,” I asked. “That protective spell you cast—can you do two? Like one right around the camp and another twenty feet out?”

The old man thought for a moment. “I don’t see why not. Why do you ask?”

“I’m just trying to think of ways for us to get more sleep,” I said with a chuckle. I knew the reality, though; now that we were closing in on the area surrounding Odewyn’s lair, we had to be extra vigilant. We would have to continue taking shifts each night.

“Maybe a better idea,” I began. “Do you have a spell that can tell time? Like an hourglass or something?”

“Hmmm.” Ulenor stroked his graying beard as he flipped through the pages of his spellbook. “It appears I have exactly that,” he said after several minutes. “I can define how long it takes to turn, as well as how long it lasts in total.”

“Perfect,” I said. “That’ll make tonight’s watch a lot easier.” I raised my voice and turned to the front. “Nerras, you should go to sleep early, since you have the last watch.”

He raised his hand to signify he had heard me.

“So, where do we turn off the main road?” I asked an hour later.

“We will do that very soon,” Ulenor replied. “There isn’t a path to where we are going; we’ll have to make one ourselves. That’s what will take so long. Gus is in the air, so I can see where we must go.”

I tried to take solace in the fact that Ulenor had a literal bird’s-eye view of the area, but I still felt uneasy knowing we were traveling somewhat blind. At least he could guide us, assuming Gus didn’t get eaten by one of those giant hawks.

Shortly after lunch, Ulenor said it was time. He instructed us to look for a good spot on our left to pull off the road—somewhere where there weren’t too many trees. The denser the undergrowth, the more work it would take us.

Nerras found a clearing that extended fifty feet into the forest, so we took that path. Several small trees blocked our way at the end of that, which made Ulenor smile.

“Ready yourself, Thilli,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “It’s time to learn to use your power.”
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“So, exactly what do you want me to do?” Thilli asked, standing before the small copse of trees. “Blow them down with a gust of wind? I’m not that strong, Ulenor.”

“No, no,” he said, shaking his head. “You must make a powerful gust of wind, but control the size and shape of it. Imagine if that wind were only as thick as a sheet of parchment, but as wide as our path and blew with a mighty force.”

“You’re trying to create a weapon out of air,” I said, finally understanding what he meant. I turned to Thilli. “Imagine a sword blade made from air, traveling fast enough that it sliced through the trees.”

She laughed. “Is that even possible? That’s one of the most ridiculous things I’ve ever heard.”

Ulenor took a step forward. “It’s different for me to do it, but observe.”

He pulled his spellbook out and opened it to where his thumb had been marking a page. He read from his book and nodded, then repeated the spell. As he spoke, he made a slashing motion with his hand.

Leaves and dirt flew in the air in front of him for fifty feet. The small trees blocking our path toppled, having been cut through right at ground level. Once the trees were pulled from the area, our wagon would have no problem traveling through there.

“Well, shit,” I said. “That’s quite impressive, Ulenor.” I walked forwards to the small trees lying on the dirt and dragged them out of the way. “Although I see what you mean; this is going to take forever.”

My mind churned as I tried to think of ways to speed this process up. I pulled myself up into the driver’s seat and drove the horses to the end of our new path. A larger tree stood right in the center, and there was no way to go around it.

“Let me try this one,” I said. I tapped into my magical well, pulling a moderate amount of power into me. There wasn’t much else in the way, so I focused on the tree and imagined a breeze, more powerful than any hurricane but three feet wide and as thick as a sheet of paper.

I pushed hard, and the wind sliced through the base of the tree, even with the ground. It began to topple and I sent another gust of wind against it so that it fell to the side. It still blocked our path, so I sent another blade of wind to slice through the trunk. Nerras rolled it to the side and I clicked my tongue at the horses.

We were able to travel a reasonable distance, maybe as much as two hundred feet, without anything major in our way. A few low bushes blocked our path, but the horses trampled them. They were initially hesitant, so I decided I would clear bushes as well, just to keep the horses in a better mindset.

“My turn,” Thilli said as we approached a small forked tree. It wasn’t large, maybe three or four inches in diameter at the base, so it would be good practice.

“I just imagine a razor blade made from wind slicing through,” I told her. “And moving so fast you can’t even see it. Careful not to start the wind too close to us, either.”

She gave me one of those I’m-not-the-reckless-one-here looks, then focused on the tree before her. After raising both hands, she thrust them forward and the tree shook. It still remained upright after her casting, but a deep gouge was visible at the base.

“Very good,” Ulenor said. “Again.”

Thilli grumbled under her breath, then calmed herself and tried again. This time, her gust of wind severed the remaining tree. She yelped as it fell towards her, nearly hitting her. The horses whinnied, and I hopped off the wagon and calmed them.

“Keep a second breeze ready in case that happens,” Ulenor warned. “Always protect yourself when casting. Or, channeling, in your case.”

We took turns slicing down trees and bushes when needed, and made better time than Ulenor had predicted. Every mile or so, he would have Gus fly near and look through the bird’s eyes to check our progress. We were going in the right direction, from what he was able to see.

“So we’re basically creating a new road that goes right towards the border of the elven kingdom, right?” I asked.

“Basically, yes,” Ulenor said. “Odewyn’s home is quite close to the border. But with the forest this dense and the Drowned Lands to the south, people don’t come this way. This is untouched land.”

“Maybe it’ll get used for the wine trade,” I said, avoiding a sharp look from Thilli. “Who knows, maybe we’ll build a new road going south, so we can trade with the people on the other side of the Drowned Lands as well.”

Ulenor abruptly laughed. “Wouldn’t that be something? I wonder what they have down there.”

Clearing the trees was hard, but we made short work of it. I drew more and more magical power within myself, always seeking to clear a larger path, and soon completely wore myself out. The sun had not yet set when we had to stop and make camp, but Ulenor was excited about our progress.

“With your strength, this is taking half the time I expected,” the old man said, practically dancing in place. “We’ll be done in no time.”

Nerras did the lion’s share of the work when we set up camp, knowing how tired Thilli and I were. Once we had a fire started, I asked Ulenor about his time keeping spell. He explained the spell in great detail and let us know that a small hourglass would be floating in the air next to the fire. He couldn’t cast it yet, as it would only last eight hours.

Thilli and I went to sleep early, with Nerras not too far behind. Ulenor had first shift, and he said he would use the extra time to catch up on his notes. He had a small book out and balanced a small inkwell on his knee, then began scribbling on the pages as we went into the tent.

The old man nudged my foot some time later to wake me. I felt groggy but at least I had the sense to go to bed early so it wasn’t too bad. Not like the night before.

“All is peaceful,” Ulenor said as he crawled onto his bedroll.

I pulled my boots and my jacket on and walked outside. Ulenor had left the crossbow leaning against the corner of the tent, so I grabbed that and walked a circuit of our campsite. As he said, everything was peaceful.

I went back to the fire and saw exactly what Ulenor had described; a small hourglass, floating about chest-high in the air. It was translucent, almost like a hologram, and it had just turned over. In two hours, it would turn over again. Seeing that it was a magical spell, I assumed it was accurate. Either way, it was good to have a way to tell time.

With little else to do, I fetched my sharpening stone from the wagon—quietly, so as not to wake Nerras—and set to sharpening my sword and Farozhin’s dagger.

My sword was fine steel, simple yet functional. It was light enough to use with one hand, especially with my newfound strength, but had a hilt just long enough for two hands if I ever felt the need. Since I had nothing but time, I tried putting a better edge on it in a manner I had read about once online; fifty strokes with my sharpening stone at one angle, adjust slightly then forty-nine strokes, and so forth. I didn’t know if there was any truth to that or if it was just a myth, but when I was done I could shave hair from my forearm with the blade.

When I had finished I resheathed my sword and set it aside, then pulled out Farozhin’s dagger. It was a fine weapon, looking more like a museum piece than something he intended to use in battle. The blade was sharpened on both sides, and was long and slightly curved. It had an almost sinuous quality to it. I wasn’t sure what the handle was made of—at first I thought it was wire-wrapped, but the wrapping had a texture embedded in it, like snake scales. Hooked quillons and a pointed pommel, perfect for smashing a skull, topped the weapon off.

It was already sharp, so I gently drew the blade across my sharpening stone to polish the edge. When I was finished, it had a razor’s edge, even sharper than my sword.

I found myself thinking back to that old TV show where they forged knives out of random pieces of metal. Then the judges would take the knives and abuse the shit out of them to determine a winner. I hoped my edges would stand up to that type of abuse. My life might depend on it.

I went back to the wagon and carefully laid my weapons in the back. After a quick stretch, I walked back to the fire just in time to see Thilli exiting the tent.

“Missed me that much?” I asked with a grin.

She wore no pants, and her shirt hung to her thighs. She walked up to me and hugged me, slipping her arms beneath my jacket. I felt her shiver and held her tightly, and we stood there for a while, swaying slightly as if dancing to silent music. I bent down and kissed the top of her head, deciding that actions were more important than words at that moment.

“How long until my shift begins?” she asked.

Without releasing her, I shuffled over towards the fire. She moved with me, awkwardly, and we both laughed. When we reached the fire, I pointed at the hourglass hovering in the air.

“Well, isn’t that something,” she murmured. “I suppose I’m a bit early.”

“That’s fine,” I said, holding her tighter. “It’s always nice to have you next to me.”

She returned my hug and sighed happily. “It’s a shame we don’t have more privacy,” she said.

“I know what you mean,” I said as I leaned down and kissed her. My hand slid beneath her shirt and grasped firmly onto her bottom. I expected her to pull away again, but she smiled against my lips and kissed me back.

I reached down to unlace my breeches, but she beat me to it. She tugged at the cords, then helped me push my pants down to my ankles.

She took me into her mouth and began aggressively sucking on me. It had been a while since we had done anything sexual, and I could tell she missed it. Her tiny hand pumped up and down the base of my shaft while she sucked on the end. She could have finished me off that way, but I wanted to be inside her.

I took her by the hand and pulled her to her feet, letting her shirt fall to the ground. I pulled mine off over my head and grabbed her, then stopped as I noticed she briefly hesitated.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “You drank your tea, right?” Thilli drank forkleaf tea, which worked as a form of birth control.

She nodded. “Before we left Gillamoor, yes. I forgot to bring some with me, but it lasts about a week so we should be fine.”

I picked her up by her waist and she wrapped her arms and legs around me. Holding her right above the tip of my erection, I felt it brush against her wet, warm opening. Our bodies lined up perfectly when pressed together like they were. I slid my hands down to her firm bottom and held her tightly. I lowered her while pressing my hips up and slowly entered her.

Thilli immediately moaned, then pressed her lips against mine to keep from being too loud.

With my firm grip on her bottom, I lowered her all the way so that she took me to the hilt, then raised her up. I repeated this, slowly pumping into her with my full length while she held herself tightly against my bare chest.

Thilli began rocking her hips with me, eager for more. I worked her up and down more quickly; my shoulders burned from holding her but I refused to slow. Our pressed-together bodies were hot, and sweat slicked her full breasts.

It had been a while since we had made love, so she felt absolutely magical against me. I thrust myself in deeply and held it in there, pressed against her cervix, and we kissed each other deeply. Thilli continued to work her hips back and forth, gyrating against me with my full length inside her. The sensation was mind-blowing.

Thilli buried her face against my shoulder and wrapped her arms behind my neck, still working her hips. I resumed my thrusting, although I was already close. I combed my fingers through her hair and gripped it next to her skull, then pulled her face back to mine.

I kissed her deeply as I came, ramming my cock inside her. Thick ropes of sticky cum filled her up, so much that it leaked out and ran down her thighs. I had never in my life came that much before; I kept pumping my hips and squirting deep inside her, seemingly without end.

“By the gods, Andrew,” Thilli said breathlessly. She pulled herself off of me and immediately dropped to her knees in front of me, taking me into her mouth. She worked her hand along my shaft while sucking on the end, swallowing the last of my emissions.

I almost collapsed when I was done, but there was nothing to lean against. I settled for bending over, my hands on my knees while I breathed hard. Thilli looked up at me for a moment. Cum was on her chin, her hands, and dripping from her vagina. She swallowed a mouthful of cum, then looked down at herself and laughed.

“I like how you taste, but this is quite messy.” As if to punctuate her statement, another blob of cum dripped out of her and onto the ground.

“Hold on,” I said. I fetched my shirt, then tapped into my magical well. Using my powers, I pulled moisture from the air until a softball-sized globe of pure water hovered in the air before me. I dipped my shirt in the water and handed it to her.

“Thanks,” Thilli said, wiping her face clean. After wiping her hands, she set to cleaning her legs and between them. When she was done, she held up my cum-soaked shirt and raised an eyebrow at me. I jerked a thumb towards the fire, so she tossed it on the coals.

“Yeah, I don’t think I’d want to wear that one again,” I said with a chuckle. I reached down and pulled her to her feet, then we embraced again. We held each other tightly until the hourglass turned.

“As much as I’d love to stay up with you again, I think I should get my sleep tonight,” I said quietly.

“That’s fine,” Thilli replied. She stretched onto her toes and brushed a soft kiss against my lips, then went back into the tent to fetch her clothes.

I crawled into my bedroll and slept soundly.
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Travel went faster the next day, as we knew what to expect. As soon as we readied the wagon and set off, Thilli and I worked in shifts, slicing down trees. She was able to fell smaller trees with a single gust of wind, although it still took her multiple attempts to cut through anything larger than my wrist. She was doing great considering she wasn’t particularly powerful with magic.

Ulenor helped as well, although he had similar limitations as Thilli. I, on the other hand, was able to clear a hundred feet at a time. I paid the price for all the magical work and had to take a nap an hour after breakfast.

“While I am grateful for the speed at which we are cutting our way through the forest, you might want to think about saving some of your strength,” Ulenor said to me when I woke.

“Are we getting close?” I asked, rubbing my eyes with the heels of my hands.

“Look for yourself,” Ulenor said, gesturing outside the wagon.

I yawned and climbed back into the driver’s seat, taking the reins from Thilli.

“You can go ahead and take a nap, honey,” I told her, then kissed her on the cheek. She climbed over the back of the seat and curled up atop our rolled-up canvas tent.

Once I settled myself in the seat, I looked at the forest surrounding us. I blinked, ensuring I was seeing things properly.

“What’s going on here?” I asked Ulenor.

While many trees had already started changing color due to the cooling weather, this was something different. A handful of trees possessed the golden yellow, orange, and flame red leaves I expected, but many others bore leaves that were sickly yellow and diseased looking. Even the grass looked somehow faded and less bright than it should have been, almost appearing gray.

“I believe this is due to Odewyn’s corruption,” Ulenor said. “The forest still lives, but the dark powers he works with have changed it.”

If a tree could have jaundice, it would look like the twisted ones on each side of our makeshift road. The branches clawed at the sky, as if struggling to escape the sorcerer’s influence.

“I see what you mean,” I said. I still wanted to get there quickly, but I had to keep some strength in reserve.

Instead of slicing down trees a hundred feet at a time, I used smaller amounts of magic and cut down each tree as I came to it. The small bushes and scrub brush, I let the horses simply step over. It took longer, but it saved a lot of magical energy. Furthermore, I was able to do it from the driver’s seat of the wagon, which helped a lot with travel speed.

“Hold on,” Ulenor said, placing his hand on my shoulder. “Stop the wagon. Nerras!”

The goblin soldier quickly turned his horse and hurried back to us. “What is it?” he asked.

“I’m looking through Gus’s eyes right now,” Ulenor said, pausing for a moment.

I turned to look at the old wizard. His eyes had taken on a milky-white look, not entirely, but as if a layer of fog obscured them.

“I see movement,” he said. “I can’t tell what it is from where Gus is flying. Go on,” he said quietly, clearly speaking to Gus and not to us. “Lower. That’s right, among the trees. There.” He frowned, then blinked a few times. His eyes returned to normal.

“What is it?” Nerras asked. His bow was clutched in his hand.

“Spies for Odewyn,” Ulenor said. “A great bird, like a vulture. The coloring is all wrong, though.” He looked over my shoulder to Nerras. “Keep an eye out for a pale gray bird, the size of a vulture. Shoot it on sight!”

Nerras nodded, then pulled an arrow from his quiver. He nocked it and turned his horse with his knees while watching the trees around him.

Thilli woke when Ulenor shouted, and now she climbed into the driver’s seat next to me. Together, we kept our eyes sharp and scanned the area. I had to split my focus and cut down trees every minute or two, but as soon as I was done I went back to watching the branches in every direction around us.

A horrible shriek shattered the silence. It was immediately followed by the sound of something heavy crashing through the branches and slamming into the ground. I caught a quick glimpse of movement ahead and urged the horses forwards. I had to cut down two more trees until we could get close enough.

“He was looking for us,” Nerras said. He was still seated in his saddle ten feet off the side of our path, but looking at something on the ground.

I craned my neck and looked where his eyes were focused. There, stretched out atop the tall grass and scraggly bushes, was one of the most terrifying birds I’d ever seen.

It reminded me of a vulture, but larger. Its feathers were light gray, the color of dust, and its beak was black and cruelly hooked. Long talons sprouted from its feet, large enough to seem ungainly. Pitch black eyes stared blankly at the sky through a film of death.

“What the hell is that thing?” I asked.

Ulenor leaned over my shoulder to see the horrid beast. “It seems Odewyn has taken a page from the book of Vogrim and is using scavengers and creatures of death as spies. We should expect more of these.” Ulenor grunted and went back to his seat. “We must proceed with caution from here. Our quest has now truly begun.”

The words sounded ominous in my ears, like a church bell ringing in the middle of a silent night. I had been oddly looking forward to this journey, and to the fights at the end. Now, as I looked at this monstrosity of a bird that probably could have torn me in half, reality began to set in. Things were getting serious.

“I will do my best to scout ahead, using Gus,” Ulenor said, sitting back. His eyes filmed over again and he took on a look of intense concentration, and occasionally muttered to himself.

“I would really like to get one more night’s sleep before fighting anyone,” Thilli said, her eyes scanning the forest on her side of the wagon.

“Me too,” I said. “But this is the last place I want to sleep.”

The colors got worse as we got closer to Odewyn’s lair. The sickly yellow trees gradually lost their vibrance and faded into bland neutrals of gray and tan. I looked all around but didn’t see any bright colors anywhere. It was as if all the life had been sucked out of the forest.

“This is the strangest thing I’ve ever seen,” Thilli said, leaning out of the wagon and snatching a leaf from a nearby tree. She held it in her hand and stared at it. It looked like a four-pointed maple leaf, but was almost completely devoid of color. It was a warm shade of gray.

“How is that even possible?” I wondered aloud.

“Many things are possible when one joins with a demon,” Ulenor muttered from the back seat.

“Can you grab a crossbow for me?” I asked Thilli. “And a quiver of bolts?”

“Sure,” she said, and climbed over the seat. “You want your armor?”

“I should,” I said.

As soon as the horses stopped for more trees, I climbed down from the wagon and strapped on my gambeson. Fortunately the weather was cool enough to make the light armor comfortable. Thilli helped tighten the straps on my armor, then I helped her into hers. While we did that, Nerras pulled a hardened leather breastplate and helmet from the back of the wagon and put them on over his green jacket. After climbing back onto his horse, he nocked an arrow to his bow and held it ready.

After helping Thilli climb back onto the wagon, I pulled myself up. Fortunately the armor wasn’t too uncomfortable, and I felt a lot safer knowing most of my gambeson was damn near impenetrable. Thilli took her long, flowing black hair in both hands and began braiding it. When she was done, she pulled her black helmet onto her head.

“Damn!” Ulenor said from the back seat. I turned to look at the old wizard. That was the first time I had ever heard him swear. “Gus won’t go any further. He’s too afraid. I sent him north, so he can be at peace until we’re done. I’m afraid we’re going in blind.”

“Everyone stay focused,” I said, keeping my crossbow ready.

Only a few minutes later I heard the snap of Nerras’s bowstring again, followed by another terrifying squawk. His horse raced forward, and Nerras fired another arrow almost point-blank into the gray bird. This time, He climbed down from his horse and pulled out his belt knife.

“You’re not planning on eating that thing, are you?” I asked.

He gave me one of those “are you serious?” looked, then knelt next to the bird. After a bit of sawing and slicing, he stood back up, a taloned bird foot in his hand.

“I figured this will help, since that elven bastard wants proof.” He guided his horse around to the rear of the wagon, where he set the claw in a corner. “You might want to watch our rear with a crossbow, Ulenor,” he said, digging out an elven crossbow and passing it to the wizard.

Ulenor grumbled something under his breath about magic being better, but he shuffled along his seat until he had a clear view out the rear of our covered wagon.

The sickly trees thinned as we continued. That made travel much easier, but it also gave me cause for concern. The trees, at least, made it hard to see any great distance. Without the trees, Odewyn would see us coming a mile away.

“Do you hear something?” Thilli asked, looking around.

“I’m not—” I began.

The ground bulged and swelled in front of us and I pulled hard on the reins, halting the horses. They screamed in terror as the soil continued to climb upwards, until it formed into a rudimentary head and neck, complete with a glaring face. Dead leaves and rocks fell from the dirt face as it turned to regard us. I did my best to say calming things to the horses, but they were about a millisecond away from fleeing.

“Welcome to my home,” the dirt face rumbled. “I look forward to dining on your flesh.”


35



“Well, shit,” I said. I raised my crossbow to attack the face but ultimately decided it would just be a waste of a bolt. Thilli, on the other hand, fired two arrows into the dirt face, striking it in the eye. It ignored both of them.

The face turned and looked at Thilli for a moment before speaking to her.

“After I peel the skin from your body and eat your entrails, I will make your bones serve me for eternity. Your screams will be a song to my ears.”

It dawned on me that the face probably couldn’t attack us. If it could, he would have killed us the moment that face formed. This was just a scare tactic, and to be honest, a damn good one.

“Yeah, hey, that’s great, buddy, just great,” I said as if I wasn’t impressed. “If you wouldn’t mind coming out here so we could just get this over with, I’d appreciate it.”

The dirt face turned to me. “You should watch your tongue. For your words, you will be crucified and left to die slowly, in pain. Your death will take days, weeks even.”

“Sorry,” I told him. “I don’t really have time for that. You’ve got about an hour left, two at the most.”

I tapped into my magical well and pulled power into myself. Using magic, I pulled moisture from the air until I had a sphere of water the size of a chair. I forced the water into the dirt face, turning it to mud. Half of it slopped away onto the ground like a miniature landslide. Seconds later, the remainder of the face crumbled, leaving only a shallow crater on the ground.

“Sometimes being an asshole can come in handy,” I quipped. “I think I got under his skin a bit.”

“Hopefully you won’t regret that,” Thilli said. “Sounds like he has some fun surprises in store for you, so you’d better not get yourself caught.”

“Don’t plan on it,” I said, winking at her.

Still holding onto my magical power, I sent a small blade of wind forward, slicing through the final few trees in our path. After those, the foliage was sparse enough that we could simply ride around it. The undergrowth was minimal as well.

“He’s probably going to send something our way, so get ready,” I said.

But we rode in surprising silence. No great monsters charged us. No more giant gray vultures spied on us. I began to think something was wrong, but the thin trees eventually gave way to a field of gray grass.

It probably wasn’t large enough to be called a field, but it was a decent-sized clearing. The grass was completely gray here, blending in with the rocks that littered the soil. In fact, all of the plant life was solid gray. Why did this guy hate color so much? I pulled the team of horses to a stop so we could look around.

To each side and the rear there was little to see; gray trees, gray bushes, and the path that we drove in on. But in front of us, we saw something truly shocking.

A large stone cliff rose a hundred feet in the air, and carved into the base of it was a large opening. Stones had been carved into blocks and stacked in an attempt to build something more habitable, but the project had been abandoned some time ago, leaving little more than a stone landing. A ten-foot-high arch marked the entrance into the cave, but something seemed off about it.

“I don’t like this,” Nerras said, frowning more than usual.

The horses were scared, but I coaxed them forward another twenty feet, until we could get a clear view of the entrance to Odewyn’s lair.

“What the fuck?” I said. Next to me, Thilli gasped in shock.

The entrance arch to Odewyn’s lair pulsated and moved like a thing alive. It took me a moment to realize that it was alive, at least in a sense. The thick arch wasn’t made from stone or wood, but from flesh. Human flesh. Desiccated, gray skin covered the entire thing, and writhed as if something moved beneath the surface. I counted three mouths, each filled with rotting teeth, on the arch. A single human eye opened at the top of the arch and focused on us, unblinking.

One of the mouths opened, and I expected to hear it speak but instead it projectile vomited sickly brown sludge that splattered onto the ground. Thilli gagged and turned her head as the other two mouths spoke in unison.

“Come inside,” they wailed. “Enter me.” Each voice was pitched slightly different, giving them a dissonant quality when they spoke together.

“Well, if that’s not disgusting, then I don’t know what is,” I said.

Thilli closed her eyes and pressed her hands over her stomach. Nerras just watched the thing coldly.

“Okay, look,” I said. “This wagon obviously isn’t going to fit in there, so we’ll have to leave it here. Do we need to leave one person to watch it?”

“Come inside,” the mouths wailed again. “We have been expecting you.”

“I believe that would be wise,” Ulenor said. “I will volunteer. My knees won’t enjoy walking through those tunnels, but my magic should be strong enough to fight anything he sends our way. Although I have a feeling he’ll be focused on you.”

“If he is, I’ll be ready,” I said, stepping down from the wagon.

I went to the back and grabbed my sword belt, then buckled it around the waist of my armor. Thilli followed and did the same thing. Nerras rode his horse near the wagon, then dismounted and handed the reins to Ulenor.

I grabbed the crossbow from the wagon just to be safe, then turned back to the entrance. A long tongue protruded from one of the mouths, licking and salivating. Fingers wiggled along the inside edge as if eager to touch something. Or someone. The whole thing was absolutely disgusting.

“You think that thing reports to Odewyn?” I asked, pointing my crossbow at the disgusting flesh arch.

“I would assume that’s obvious,” Nerras said, drawing his sword.

I raised my crossbow and took careful aim. I was only twenty feet away, so it wouldn’t be a hard shot. I pulled the release mechanism and the bolt rocketed forward, embedding itself deep in the flesh arch, right next to the eye. All three mouths screamed in pain and cursed at me, promising tortures to come. Blood and pus leaked from where the bolt had penetrated the skin.

“Damn,” I muttered as I pulled a fresh bolt from my quiver. I slipped my foot through the cocking stirrup and pulled the bowstring back until it clicked. It dawned on me that this was the exact design I had mentioned a month ago to improve the goblin capabilities. At least now they’d have a good example.

I raised my crossbow and took aim again. This time the bolt skewered the eyeball, sending a stream of blood and gore leaking down the writhing skin. The mouths screamed anew and the arch spasmed and bulged.

A small tear opened on one side, sending a stream of blood running down to the ground. A finger poked through the hole, twisting and pushing. A second finger joined it, and then a third. The skin ripped open and a severed hand fell to the stony ground, then began pulling itself towards us.

Thilli screamed. I froze in that instant, shocked by what I was seeing.

Nerras calmly chopped down with his sword, severing each of the fingers. The hand still flexed, so he stabbed it through the center. It still moved after that, so he took his sword and flicked it to the side, where it wouldn’t be able to get to us. He turned back to me and I nodded.

“Let’s get this done,” I said, loading another bolt into my crossbow.
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We cautiously approached the flesh arch, Nerras on my left and Thilli on my right. No one moved quickly; none of us were eager to get near that monstrosity. The mouths continued to groan in pain, loudly enough that I wouldn’t be able to hear any attackers.

“Are you able to light up the tunnel?” I asked Thilli.

She nodded and her face took on a look of concentration. She held her hand out and a small flame formed above her palm. It floated through the air, passing through the flesh arch and illuminating the tunnel within.

It was surprisingly bright. It put off enough light that I was able to see the massive creature approaching us from within the tunnel.

We were all taken completely by surprise. I reacted first this time, raising my crossbow and firing a bolt before I even realized what I was shooting at. Nerras was only a second behind, raising his sword.

By its size I initially thought it might have once been a minotaur, but it lacked the large horns on its head. Its features were also less animal-like, but it still bore the heavy build of the minotaurs. Or at least, it had at one time. As it shambled towards us, I saw half-rotted flesh hanging from its frame, bleached white bones exposed in some areas. Most of its face was little more than a skull.

My bolt struck it in the stomach, but the monster paid little mind to the wound. It seemed to be more concerned with Thilli’s light spell. It squinted its eyes as if pained and hissed loudly at the hovering flame, then raised a huge bow and drew the string back to its cheekbone. It took me a second to realize the bow wasn’t aimed at me.

It was aimed at Thilli.

“No!” I shouted as I rushed in front of her.

The spear-sized arrow struck me in the chest with the force of a semi and splintered into pieces. I staggered backwards, feeling like I had been punched by a polar bear. But, my armor held and the arrow didn’t penetrate. In fact, there was little more than a scratch on the enchanted leather plate the arrow struck.

“Andrew!” Thilli screamed, rushing to me. Her voice was panicked.

I couldn’t see her as I was on my hands and knees, struggling to breathe, but the light from her flame suddenly grew in intensity. I looked up and saw the monster raise a hand to try to block the light. It swung its bow like a sword, trying to strike down the tiny but bright fire. It failed.

The monster stepped forward, still angrily swinging its bow at Thilli’s light spell. It stepped into the flesh archway and raised a hand, touching the arch.

I pushed myself to my feet and watched in horror as skin and meat from the flesh arch flowed like water onto the shambling skeleton. The new tissue moved across the skeleton and fastened itself, filling out the body of the monster, changing it into something new.

“What the hell?” I muttered as I drew my sword.

“Andrew?” Thilli asked from behind me. She sounded slightly confused; after seeing me take an arrow like that, she had probably thought I was done for.

“I’m fine,” I said as I stepped closer to the monster. The desiccated flesh changed in color and shape as it spread out upon the bones, turning into something like a…troll? It had large ears and a long nose, as well as huge arms that were almost gorilla-like. Was I really about to fight a fucking troll?

“Give it no chance to heal itself!” Nerras shouted, lunging forward. His sword punctured the monster’s stomach, which leaked brown fluid.

“It’s a flesh golem!” Ulenor shouted from the wagon. He said something else but I was already moving in for the kill.

Its reach was much greater than mine, so I had to be fast. I ducked beneath a swipe of its wet, meaty hand and sliced across its abdomen. My razor-sharp sword opened its belly and spilled intestines on the ground. The flesh golem roared in anger and reached out for the arch again. The moment it touched the arch, new flesh flowed onto its body. It now had one of the mouths on its arm, which alternated between screaming and vomiting. The devastating wound on its stomach was healed as new skin slithered into place.

“Lure it away!” Nerras shouted, taking a step back.

I followed his lead, stepping just out of range, hoping the golem would follow us. It took one step closer to us, then looked back at the arch and stayed in place.

Thilli suddenly thrust a hand forward and a blade of wind sliced deeply into the creature’s thigh, nearly severing it. It toppled to the ground and we rushed in to finish it off.

It reached out with a massive hand, seeking to tear my face off. My sword removed the arm at the elbow and sent it flying. Nerras swung his sword like an axe, severing the leg at the knee. We hacked at the living nightmare while it screamed and writhed on the ground, but it still managed to touch the arch again.

“Shit!” I yelled. I swung my blade again, seeking to hack through its other arm and sever its connection with the flesh arch, but something suddenly tripped me.

I fell onto my back as something jerked at my leg. I crashed hard onto the ground, nearly getting the wind knocked out of me again. Looking down, I saw the golem’s severed hand gripping my ankle with crushing strength.

Thilli screamed and drove her sword into the hand, right in the wrist. I slid my sword blade between the fingers and my boot and twisted, then sawed through the fingers. I flung the severed limb away and scrambled to my feet, just as Nerras dealt another devastating blow to the flesh golem.

But it was too late. The flesh arch shriveled as muscle and skin flowed onto the golem, healing the wounds more quickly than we could deal them. The three of us stepped back as it rose to its feet, a foot taller than it was before. It opened its mouth to roar at us and let out a wet, greasy cough, slime and drool spraying onto the ground.

“Fire!” Ulenor shouted. “You must use fire!”

This whole time I had been so caught off-guard by the monster that I had forgotten about my sword. I uttered the magic command and yellow flames sprouted from the blade, burning bright. The golem swung a massive, fleshy hand, but watched my sword warily.

Thilli and Nerras each took a step back as I approached the golem. It touched the arch again, drawing the last of the flesh from it, leaving the arch little more than dried, shriveled skin, like a month-old corpse.

It reached out with a massive hand and grabbed at me, shockingly quick for its size, but I dashed to the side and sliced into its arm with my flaming longsword. The creature reeled in pain and anger, roaring and spraying rotted fluids.

Now that the flesh arch was used up, the golem stepped forwards, its stubby legs massively thick, ensuring nothing could push it over. It swung those horrible arms at me, each blow enough to take my head off. I managed to dodge them and scored two hits of my own, my sword leaving blackened gashes on the golem’s arms.

“Die already!” Thilli shouted. I felt her pull magic into herself, but I stayed focused on the golem.

A flame suddenly burst from its face, leaving the remaining flesh looking like burned steak. It panicked and swatted at its face, transferring flesh from its hand to heal the grievous wound.

Thilli clenched her teeth and another flame broke out on the monster, this time on its shoulder. The golem reacted in the same way, healing the wound with fresh piles of skin and flesh.

I pulled deeply on my magical well and filled myself with power right as the golem focused its empty eye sockets on Thilli. I increased the heat energy of the golem, pumping loads of power into it, until flames burst from its skin in a dozen places.

It shrieked in pain and flailed its arms about, struggling to heal the burns with undamaged skin. I poured more heat into it, cooking the golem in place, and rushed forwards.

My sword bit deeply into its stomach as I hacked into it with all my strength. I swung the sword like a baseball bat, using little of the skill Nerras had worked so hard to teach me. After three hits, I struck its spine. I ducked a flailing arm and hacked into it again, splintering its backbone and sending it to the ground.

I scrambled out of the way as its massive arm swiped through the air where my head had just been. Pulling more magic into myself, I willed a fire into existence right on top of it and the golem burned. It rolled and screamed as oily black smoke poured from it.

Nerras rushed forwards and drove his sword into the flesh arch, slicing it open again and again. Rotted blood and pus gushed from the wounds, drying up what was left of the arch. One of the mouths screamed, but its voice was thin.

I sent one last blast of magical power into the golem and its head cracked open, slopping gray and brown mush onto the ground. The flames spread and turned everything crusty and black.

Thilli crashed into me so hard I almost thought I was being attacked again. She wrapped both arms around me and squeezed me, hard.

“I was so scared when you jumped in front of me,” she said, sniffling. “When that arrow hit you, I knew you were dead. There was no way you could have survived that.”

“And yet here I am,” I said, hugging her tightly. “Three cheers for enchanted armor, right?”

She released me and wiped her eyes. “Just don’t scare me like that again,” she said, shooting me a warning glare. “Last thing I need is to become a single mother.”

I laughed. Nothing would ever change Thilli.
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No one wanted to touch the stinking, charred corpse of the flesh golem, so Ulenor and I worked together to reverse gravity on it and move it out of the way. The weight made it quite a challenge, but we finally managed to push it aside.

While the flesh arch hadn’t moved in several minutes, I didn’t want to take any chances. I rammed my sword into it, letting the flames slowly char and burn the desiccated flesh. We all had to stand back and cover our mouths due to the stench.

When I was certain the arch was dead, I pulled moisture from the air and soaked the arch with water, extinguishing the flames. My hope was that it would dampen the horrific smell, too.

“Alright,” I said, holding my flaming longsword in front of me. “I’ll go first. Stay close and watch out for…. I dunno, watch out for any more weird shit.”

Ulenor went back to the wagon to guard it. I took a deep breath and walked through the burned arch. Thilli followed close behind, with Nerras taking up the rear.

The air inside Odewyn’s lair was pleasantly cool, although the stench of death was so strong it made it hard to breathe. The tunnel had been carved through the stone by an expert hand—or by magic, I reminded myself. The tunnel rounded a corner and I noticed two small hollows carved into the wall, each with a black candle within. The candles burned brightly, gently illuminating the stone hallway, but were never consumed.

Being inside a glorified cave, I expected to see rivulets of moldy water dripping down the walls, or pools of slime on the floor, but it was quite the opposite. The tunnel so far was surprisingly clean, with the walls and floor carved smooth. The level of cleanliness surprised me, considering what we had just fought.

The unmistakable sound of scurrying came to my ears, and I raised my sword, ready for anything.

“Something’s coming,” I said over my shoulder. I heard the creak of leather as Thilli raised her sword, and I stopped walking. “Let them come to us,” I said.

I thought of tapping into my magical well again, but I was already so exhausted that I wasn’t sure I would be able to use much magic. Channeling any real amount of power now ran the risk of me passing out afterward.

Shapes materialized in the darkness in front of me. Small shapes, slightly shorter than a goblin. Thilli stepped next to me, and I moved closer to the wall to give her more room. Behind me, Nerras sheathed his sword and pulled his bow from his shoulder.

I bent my knees slightly, ready to spring into action. The shapes in the darkness coalesced into snapping, lizard-like faces with sharp teeth and black eyes. Three-fingered, clawed hands clutched onto spears and gray leather armor covered much of their bodies. Upon seeing us, they hissed and rushed forwards.

I raised my sword as the first of the lizardfolk came near. I snapped my blade down, lightning-quick, halfway chopping through the haft of his spear and knocking it from his hands. Without slowing, the small lizardman leaped at me, his toothy maw snapping at my face. I brought my sword up just in time and skewered him through the throat.

Another one of the lizardfolk raced towards Thilli. An arrow from Nerras took it straight in the mouth and it fell to the stone floor, clutching at its face as it died. A third lizardman leaped over his body and charged Thilli.

Her form was nearly perfect as she attacked. A swipe to the side knocked the lizardman’s spear to the side. She jerked her blade upwards, severing the tip of his face. Immediately after, she spun her blade and drove it straight into the lizardman’s neck, right above the collar of his leather armor.

Two more of the lizardfolk charged down the hallway, paying no mind to their fallen comrades. One of Nerras’s arrows took one down, and I finished off the other with a blow from my sword, using more brute force than skill. I felt the shock in my wrist as my blade severed its head.

“Don’t ever let one of those bite you,” Nerras said as he drew another arrow from his quiver. “Their mouths are filthy, and the bites often get infected. They can kill you in just a few days.”

“Noted,” I said, staring down at the corpses of the lizardfolk. Other than the vicious mouths, they weren’t particularly good soldiers. Their fingers weren’t long enough to solidly grip their spears. “Why would Odewyn have lizardfolk down here? I thought they were a creation of Vogrim’s. Or Eldrick, his old assistant.”

“They might have been working together,” Nerras said. “I can’t really say. It appears he only had a few of them, so they might have been something he captured at one point. If he had more, he would have sent them all to attack us. That’s their strength; they aren’t good soldiers on their own, but they can quickly overwhelm you and pull you down.”

I shivered at the thought of a dozen of those lizard faces biting me while their clawed hands tore at my armor.

“Let’s keep going,” I said, holding my flaming sword high to illuminate the hallway. “Looks like it turns left up here.”

Only a few steps ahead, the hallway did indeed turn ninety degrees to the left. Another set of candles burned in hollows set in the stone wall, but they were overpowered by the warm yellow light just past that.

I crept forward, careful not to make any noise. Odewyn would certainly know we were here, but even the smallest element of surprise would be a welcomed advantage.

After a dozen feet, the hallway ended in another arch and opened into a large chamber. It had been carefully carved from the stone of the mountain, and extended at least thirty feet in each direction. A bed sat in one corner, covered with fur blankets. Against the rest of the walls were tables, most holding fearsome powders and fluids in glass vials. A pile of severed hands sat on one of the tables. Sheets of skin sat on another one.

Directly in the center of the room was a circular design, with runes on the outer border. I wasn’t sure what the pattern was inside the circle, but I had a strong feeling I didn’t want to touch it. Remembering Ulenor’s comment that Odewyn had aligned himself with a demon, I figured this probably had something to do with that.

“So. You have come,” a man’s voice said, calm and sure.

I turned to my left and saw a man, of a height similar to me, wearing a dark, hooded robe. He turned to face me and I immediately noticed a green gem encased in a golden frame hanging from around his neck. That was the amulet I sought, that would protect us as we passed through the Drowned Lands.

What was most surprising about him was his face. It was surprisingly young, with slender features, bright yellow eyes, and pointed ears. I was shocked to see that his skin was green, just like Thilli and Nerras. Long black hair framed that face.

“You’re a goblin?” I asked, incredulous.

Odewyn laughed softly at my question. “I am many things,” he explained. “I am life, I am death, I am something between. I am good and evil. And today, I am a goblin, although I must confess,” he brought a hand up to his face. “This is not my true face.”

He placed his hand upon his face and pulled. The green skin peeled away effortlessly, as if it had been a mask of some sort. His face beneath was elven, as I had originally expected. With another laugh, he tossed the goblin face onto the table in front of him. I noticed the goblin face was frozen in a silent scream of terror.

Next to me, Nerras moved, almost too fast to see. His hand was a blur, but Odewyn moved as if he had all the time in the world, raising his hand. Nerras’s dagger froze in the air, the point nearly touching Odewyn’s palm.

“We can’t allow that to happen,” Odewyn said, like a quiet grandparent scolding a child. He flicked his hand to the side and Nerras flew through the air.

The goblin man crashed onto the stone floor in a heap and slid right into the center of the circular design in the center of the room. He opened his mouth to scream but suddenly froze, unable to move anything except his eyes.

“I will enjoy wearing your face,” Odewyn said to Nerras. His voice was incredibly calm, as if nothing could anger him. “I wonder what secrets I will peel from your mind? Painful memories are my favorite. I like to save them until the end, like a child enjoying dessert.”

What bothered me most about Odewyn was that when he had just used magic I hadn’t been able to sense any of it. He must have been using something that came from his connection with a demon. I didn’t have any way to counter that.

“Let him go, you son of a whore!” Thilli shouted.

I wanted to tell her to remain calm, that this man probably fed off our anger, but when she got in these moods there was no calming her. I had to let the fire burn until it smoldered.

She raised her sword and took a step closer to Odewyn. I grabbed her shoulder to keep her from taking a second step.

“You are quite beautiful,” Odewyn said to her. “I will enjoy you for many, many nights.” He closed his eyes and smiled. “Even after death you will continue to please me. That is the best part,” he whispered, his eyes snapping open. “In death, they cannot resist me. I reshape their minds, giving them a new life. One entirely dedicated to me. Oh, yes, my dear,” he said, his lips curling into a cruel smile. “You will please me for many years indeed.”

I needed to end this, but Odewyn was far stronger than me in magic. Plus, he apparently had the help of a demon.

I opened my mouth to threaten him and he cut me off.

“Let me guess, you were going to tell me to release your little friend.” He looked over at Nerras, still frozen in the circle. The goblin man’s eyes wildly looked from me to the necromancer and back. “I can assure you that he will stay there for quite some time. I don’t think any of you understand the power that lies before you.”

Everyone had a weakness. I knew Odewyn was insane, so I had to get under his skin somehow. If I could get him to lose his cool, I could get him to make a mistake. Once he made a mistake, I would end him.

“Hey, Odewyn,” I said, drawing his attention back to me. “Why were you so interested in Thilli, here? Don’t you have a wife of your own? Oh, wait. I’m sorry.”

Odewyn’s smile faltered and his eyes narrowed. Good. All I had to do now was scratch at the wound I had just opened. Pick at his pride and let it boil over.

“I hate to bring up any painful memories. Although you said you liked those the most,” I continued. “Tell me, did you kill your wife because she wanted to leave you? Did she grow sick of your weakness?”

“Silence!” Odewyn shouted, the cracks in his facade deepening. “You speak of things you know nothing about. Earlier, I promised to crucify you, but I see I was wrong. I will slowly tear the—”

“Sounds like a lot of tough words from a guy that killed his own wife,” I said, shaking my head as if disgusted with him. “What a piece of shit, man.”

Odewyn’s face contorted in rage. “What?” he screamed. “Enough! You will not foul her memory by speaking of her! How DARE you! I will tear the heart from your chest!”

He threw his cloak back, letting it fall to the floor.
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Casting away his cloak revealed his bare chest. Odewyn’s body reminded me of a patchwork quilt, but made from skin instead of cloth. His arms were different colors, as were his chest and stomach. It was immediately clear that the skin covering his body had come from multiple people.

I tapped back into my magical well and pulled as much magical power into me as I could possibly hold. This was what I had been training for. It was now or nothing.

Odewyn snarled at me and snatched one of the severed hands from the table before him. He threw it at me with frightening strength; the hand struck my gambeson with a force that shocked me. The fingers failed to penetrate my enchanted armor, and the hand fell to the floor. It immediately scrambled around, but I slammed my boot heel on it, crushing the hand and rendering it useless.

Odewyn sneered and grabbed a second hand, this time throwing it at Thilli.

I sent a hurricane of wind at the hand, causing it to fly right back to Odewyn. He caught it in the air almost casually.

“If that is how this must go, then so be it,” Odewyn said.

Then, I felt him draw magic into himself.

“Ah, shit,” I said. He easily held as much as me, possibly more.

From my earlier work with Thilli, I immediately recognized fire magic being cast. I sent a blade of wind at his midsection, intending to slice him in half, but he flicked a hand and the breeze dissolved. How the hell had he done that? I frantically conjured a deep cold in the room to counter the fire he was creating.

Odewyn smiled as if he knew exactly what I was doing. “Amateur,” he mumbled. Right as I thought he was going to send a fire spell at me, a gust of wind slammed into me and Thilli, sending us tumbling across the floor like pieces of rubbish.

I pushed myself to my hands and knees and spat a mouthful of blood onto the stone. Next to me, Thilli was coughing, having had the breath knocked out of her. Odewyn slowly walked towards us, making it clear he was in no hurry. He was like a cat, playing with its prey as it killed.

He sent a wall of fire at us, searing hot and ten feet tall. The hair on my arms singed and burned as it came near. In desperation, I lashed out with my magical tendrils and was able to redirect his spell by sending the heat energy into the stone wall nearest to me. It hissed and cracked as steam escaped from the heated stone.

I was already thinking of fire, as that looked to be Odewyn’s preferred weapon. In the split second after he attacked, I lashed out with all of my magical strength. I forced my way through his defenses and poured heat energy directly into him, into his bloodstream.

It all happened in a split second. Odewyn screamed as his blood boiled within his veins. His eyes burst, sending red and white gore spraying across the room. Blood leaked from his bubbling skin as his body swelled, making him look like an overcooked, exploded sausage. His tongue bulged from his mouth, cutting off his shriek of agony.

He collapsed, convulsing and beating his heels on the ground. Frothy, red-tinged vomit leaked from his mouth and puddled on the stone beneath him. After only a few seconds his frantic movements ceased and the only sound that came from him was steam rising from his burned corpse.

Behind me, Thilli turned and vomited noisily. I turned to her and helped her to her feet. She scrubbed her mouth with the back of her hand and gave me one of those looks, wondering why the hell I had done something so disgusting. Seconds later, Nerras gasped loudly and scrambled on all fours out of the demonic circle on the floor.

“Are you okay?” I called out to Nerras, keeping my hands on Thilli. She looked okay, just a bit shaken.

Nerras shook his head. “I’m alive, that’s all that matters.” Something wasn’t right with him; the man was unshakable, but he was now acting like he had seen something that would give even him nightmares. He rubbed his eyes with his hands, then looked around the room. Seeing Odewyn, he walked near the man’s corpse to fetch his dagger from the floor.

Once I was certain Thilli was okay, I walked over to Odewyn as well. I stood next to Nerras, who coldly looked down at Odewyn’s bubbled, swollen skin. I raised my sword, then lowered it with a grunt. I didn’t want to behead the man. After everything I had just seen, I didn’t want to deal with the feeling of chopping through a neck.

I said the magic words and the flames on my sword winked out. After returning the blade to its sheath, I sent a blade of wind at Odewyn’s neck, severing it like an axe. His head rolled around a few times, finally settling a few feet away from the body. I reached down and grabbed the amulet, stuffing it in my coin purse, then I grabbed Odewyn’s head, lifting it by its black, greasy hair.

Behind me, Thilli gagged. “I’ve seen enough disgusting things for this life,” she said, turning her head away from Odewyn’s steaming corpse. “Put that thing away, will you?” She was referring to his severed head in my grasp.

I walked a circuit around the room, looking for something to wrap around the head. Not finding what I wanted, I finally took one of his pillows, sliced the end open and emptied it of feathers, and then used it as a sack to hold the head.

The entire time I did this I maintained my hold on my magical power, for I knew I would pass out the moment I released it. On a whim I sent my magical tendrils out, feeling through the piles of items on the tables.

When I got close to the door, something resonated. That was the only word I could think of to describe it. It resonated with my magical touch. I walked over and sorted through the things on the table, tossing severed hands and fingers aside, until I found what was causing the sensation.

It was a small, curved knife with a blade as long as my hand. The entire thing, blade and handle, was made from some kind of red gem. I thought it might have been a ruby, but to be honest I knew nothing about gemstones. It seemed to pulse when I touched it with magic. I tucked it behind my sword belt.

Fortune smiled upon me as I found a small pile of gold and silver coins on one of the tables. I stuffed as much as I could fit into my coin purse, then divided the rest among Nerras and Thilli. At least now, I could pay my way.

“Can we please leave now?” Thilli asked. She was taking very shallow, measured breaths as if trying not to vomit again.

I couldn’t blame her. The room smelled like an absolute nightmare. Microwaved fish would be preferable to this horrid stench.

“Let’s go,” I said, hefting the sack containing Odewyn’s head in my left hand.

We quickly left Odewyn’s lair and walked back to our wagon. Ulenor was glad to see us and his face brightened the moment we exited the archway.

“I knew you would succeed, Andrew, but I’ll confess I had my concerns. Especially after seeing that flesh golem,” the old wizard said, beaming a proud smile at me. “Do you have the amulet?”

I patted my coin purse at my waist. “Right here.”

I walked around to the back of the wagon and tied the sack there so that it hung outside the wagon. There was little blood left in the head—probably because I had boiled it—but I didn’t want to risk getting any of it on our stuff. To help preserve it, I pulled all the heat energy I could from the head, until ice crystals formed on the outside of the cloth sack. If I did that twice a day, it would keep it from rotting. At least, I hoped so.

Thilli immediately grabbed one of my waterskins and washed her mouth out, then took a long pull from her wineskin. She passed it to Nerras, who finished the rest of it off. The man still had a haunted look on his face.

“Hey, Nerras,” I asked quietly, stepping close to him. “Are you okay? I’ve never seen you look like this before.”

He shook his head slowly. “When I was frozen back there, I saw things. Odewyn—or maybe that demon he worked with, I don’t know—showed me scenes of unspeakable tortures of both body and soul. I think he was showing me what he had done to other people in the past, and what he was going to do to me. I’m not sure how long you fought with Odewyn, but I was frozen there for hours on end. It seemed like it would never stop.”

I didn’t ask him to elaborate. No one needed to hear about any of those things. Instead, I clapped him on the shoulder. “If you ever need to talk, I’m always here,” I told him. He nodded.

“Any trouble at the wagon?” I asked Ulenor as I climbed into the driver’s seat. Thilli climbed up on the other side, still looking a bit ill.

“Fortunately, no,” Ulenor said. “Although to be honest, I’m quite surprised. He was a powerful sorcerer. Why did he have so few minions guarding his lair? I expected three times that many.”

“We might not have survived three times as many,” I said. “So whatever the reason is, I’m grateful. Although thinking back to some of the things I saw in there, it looked like he had a habit of dissecting everything instead of keeping them alive. There probably were three times as many not too long ago.”

“How did you manage to deal with Odewyn?” Ulenor asked.

I thought for a moment. “He couldn’t take the heat,” I said with a grin. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need a nap.”
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Our journey back to Gillamoor was notably different than our trip to Odewyn’s lair had been. I slept for the first two hours, after which Ulenor woke me. I crawled back into the driver’s seat, taking the reins from Thilli.

“Did I miss anything?” I asked, stifling a yawn with the back of my hand.

“Actually, yes,” Thilli replied. “Remember those huge birds that spied on us? Not too long after you passed out, Nerras found five of them, dead on the ground as if they had fallen from the sky. We think they died the moment you killed Odewyn.”

“I wonder what else will change, now that he’s dead?” I wondered aloud.

“Look at the forest around you for the answer,” Ulenor said.

I rubbed my eyes and looked at the trees on either side of us. Their leaves were still sickly yellow and gray, but signs of life already began to show. The gray, colorless grass and plants all showed slivers of green now, as if Odewyn’s corruption had been the only thing draining them of their vibrance.

“So soon?” I asked.

“Life persists,” Ulenor said. “I imagine after a few months there will be few signs that a necromancer had corrupted this area so deeply.”

Thilli reached over and held my hand for a while. She occasionally shot me glances, like she was thinking about something, but she stayed quiet.

Since we had spent so much effort clearing a path to Odewyn’s lair on the way in, our path was now relatively easy. We set a relaxed pace so we could mentally recover from the stresses we had experienced.

After a few hours, I remember the ruby dagger I had found. I pulled it from behind my belt and handed it to Ulenor.

“I found this in Odewyn’s lair,” I said. “When I searched the room with my magical tendrils, I felt a sort of resonance from this. Do you know what it is?”

Ulenor frowned at the dagger and turned it over in his hands. “I do know what this is,” he said gravely. “And I’m glad Odewyn didn’t use it against you, or I would be traveling back to Gillamoor alone. This dagger stores magical energy.”

“Like a battery?” I asked.

Ulenor looked at me for a moment. “I’m not sure what a battery is, Andrew. But this dagger contains incredible amounts of magical power. Odewyn must have spent months, maybe even years, building this up. It frightens me, thinking of what he might have used it for. This dagger contains enough power to level a city.”

My eyes went wide at that. Ulenor handed it back to me and I took the dagger, holding it as if it might explode at any moment.

“What are we going to do with this?” I asked, carefully tucking it behind my belt.

“Protect the city,” Ulenor said. “With the threat of Vogrim looming ever more above our heads, we should keep this. An entire army could be defeated, using that.”

I nodded slowly. “Looks like Odewyn might have given us exactly what we needed,” I said.

“Yes, but all that power comes at a cost,” Ulenor said. “That much magic is extremely difficult to control. It could work as intended and be an incredibly powerful weapon. Or, the magic could go awry and kill the caster and everyone around them. There’s also a chance it wouldn’t kill them, but would instead burn the magical ability right out of them.”

I looked down at the dagger in my belt and frowned. It seemed our perfect weapon was a bit of a double-edged sword, so to speak.

Thilli leaned against me and held onto my upper arm. “Andrew?” she asked.

“Yeah, honey. Are you feeling better?” I said.

She paused a moment before answering. “You took an arrow for me. I know you have special armor, but that still could have really harmed you. Thank you, Andrew.”

I avoided mentioning that I probably had a bruise the diameter of a basketball on my chest.

Thilli continued holding onto me for the rest of the day, until we stopped for dinner. Nerras selected a small, natural clearing and we helped him pull up the few bushes that were in the way. I was still too tired to safely use magic to do much of anything, so we spent a few minutes gathering stones and firewood as well. Thilli lit the fire once we were ready.

“So, what’s next?” Thilli asked, settling onto the ground next to me.

I chewed my piece of jerky and swallowed. “Next, we solidify this trade deal with the elves, so our children can grow up in peace. Then back to Gillamoor. Back home,” I said, smiling. “Hopefully I can get started on building a house. I won’t have long, though. We’ll have to leave for the Drowned Lands soon.”

“You won’t be able to rest between journeys?” Thilli asked.

I shook my head. “There’s no time. In fact, I wish we could just go straight to the Drowned Lands right now, but the reality is that we need to resupply and form a plan. Also, I know I still have to focus on repopulating. Ulenor will have to send Gus ahead of us, so he can scout the area. It’s not going to be an easy trip.”

“But you have the amulet to keep us safe, right?” she asked.

“That I do,” I said, patting the pouch at my belt. “I think Ulenor has some spells, as well. Although those might only affect him.”

“Let’s get some rest, guys,” Nerras said to us. “It’s been a long day, and I’d like to get an early start tomorrow so we can get home as soon as possible.”

“Good idea,” I said, pushing myself to my feet. “Care to join me?” I offered a hand to Thilli. She accepted, and I pulled her to her feet.

We held hands and walked into the tent together. After stripping down, we crawled onto my bedroll and covered ourselves with the blanket. Her skin was warm against mine, and made my heart pound. She kissed me several times, but we were asleep in minutes.

It felt like only a heartbeat had passed by the time Ulenor nudged my foot with his boot. I opened my eyes, groggy, and stared at him for a moment.

“It’s time for your shift, Andrew,” Ulenor said, tucking his spell book inside his robe.

“Okay,” I whispered, trying not to wake Thilli. I slid out from beneath her as carefully as possible, then pulled my clothes on as Ulenor laid upon his bedroll. After stamping my feet into my boots, I stepped outside, not bothering with a jacket.

“What a day,” I mumbled to myself. I felt a bit of pride, having defeated a powerful sorcerer. More difficult battles lay ahead, though. Much more difficult. Ulenor hadn’t spoken much of the monsters that guarded Eldrick’s sword and shield, but I assumed they were horrific.

I still felt unskilled, and that I had only defeated Odewyn by sheer luck. If that was so, I had a lot of hard training ahead of me. By the time I faced Vogrim, I needed to be a master with both magic and the sword. Of course, that sort of mastery wasn’t possible in only a short time, so I would need a healthy smattering of luck as well as a solid plan.

A few minutes later, Thilli exited the tent. She wore only a shirt that covered her to mid-thigh, same as the night before. She came and stood next to me, then held me tightly.

“Hey, honey,” I said, kissing the top of her raven-haired head. I wanted her to get plenty of sleep, but it was nice having her out here with me.

“Thank you again for saving me,” Thilli said.

“Of course,” I said, kissing the top of her head again. “I love you, Thilli. I can’t imagine not saving you.”

She looked up at me, her eyes intently focused on mine. She reached up behind my head and pulled me down to a soft kiss.

“I love you too, Andrew,” she whispered. “I’ve been thinking,” she began, then paused. She pulled me down for another kiss, this one deeper and more passionate.

The kiss continued, building in intensity. My hands went to her toned bottom and she tore at the laces on my breeches. I reached down and tore my boots off, then pulled my shirt off over my head.

There was nowhere clean to do this, so I laid my clothes on the ground. Thilli was immediately on her back, reaching up for me.

I slid between her thighs and guided myself inside her. Thilli bit her full bottom lip to keep from moaning loudly as I slowly pushed myself deeper. I began working myself in and out of her when something suddenly occurred to me.

Her forkleaf tea would have worn off by now. If not, then it would be damn close. Either way, she stood a good chance at getting pregnant if we continued.

She must have seen the question on my face. Thilli reached up and placed her hands on each side of my face.

“It’s okay,” she said softly. “I want it. I’m ready.” She pulled me down into another kiss and I picked up right where I had left off.

I hooked an arm beneath one of her knees, spreading her wide, allowing me to get very deep. One of her hands moved to the small of my back, pulling me, encouraging me to go faster and harder with every thrust.

Thilli was on fire that night, moving her hips with me, clutching me tightly, kissing me passionately. She enjoyed sex but I had never experienced her like this before. Both of her hands slid down to my hips and she pulled me into her again and again.

I couldn’t last long in a situation like that. I felt that familiar tingle build up and my body suddenly tensed up. I sucked in air through clenched teeth, trying not to call out as I came. I pumped myself in and out of her, filling her with my seed as she begged for more. It wasn’t as bad as the other night, but I still came in buckets.

When I was done, Thilli wrapped her arms and legs around me, holding me on top of her. I left myself buried inside her and got comfortable. We stayed that way for a while, kissing, cuddling, and just loving each other.

“One day, when our child is old enough, I’ll tell her about how you saved my life,” Thilli said.

I had no words, so I just held her tightly. We stayed that way for quite some time, perhaps too long considering we were supposed to be standing guard. Thilli told me she loved me again and again and hugged me.

“I don’t want to stop this, but we’re supposed to be standing guard,” I finally said. I truly didn’t want to stop, but I had no idea what was in those woods.

“You’re right,” she said, moving her hips in small circles. It was damn near enough to get me hard again, but I pulled myself out of her. Thilli brought her knees to her chest and rocked from side to side, smiling at me.

I used a small amount of magic to pull a bit of water from the air, with which I washed myself off. I offered to do the same to Thilli, but she shook her head.

“I want to smell like you,” she said with a smile.

Hard to argue with that. I reached down and helped her up, then we both got dressed. Before I could fetch the crossbow, she wrapped her arms behind my neck and pulled me down for another kiss. This kiss didn’t end until well after my shift had ended and hers began.

Finally, Thilli pulled away. “Go ahead, get some sleep,” she said. She squeezed my hand and I gave her one last hug, then went into the tent to rest.
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The next day, we focused on speed. Nerras woke us all with the rising sun, and as soon as the horses were ready we were off. On the way south we had to keep some energy in reserve, as we knew we had a fight at the end of our journey. Now, we were just going home, and Nerras wanted to get there quickly. I couldn’t blame him.

Thilli sat on my lap with her arms wrapped around me for the first half of the morning. It lasted until my leg went to sleep, then I had to finally ask her to move. She reluctantly slid over to her side of the bench seat, but continued holding my hand and smiling at me.

Ulenor went over a list of supplies we would need when we traveled to the Drowned Lands. It was rather extensive, but I reminded myself of the level of technology we were dealing with. That necessitated a lot of extra stuff.

Lunchtime was uneventful and passed by quickly. We ate on the move, not slowing unless someone needed to relieve themselves in the trees. The only thing worth mentioning was that Nerras was able to shoot another one of those birds, so when we finally stopped for the night he made another pot of stew. I took a stalk of oregano I had stashed in the back of the wagon and was able to contribute.

Surprisingly enough, Thilli didn’t spend my watch shift with me that night. Instead, she slept soundly with a small smile on her flawless face. As much as I enjoyed our time together, I was glad. She needed the rest.

“Alright, let’s make sure we hide that crossbow,” I said the next morning as we tore down the campsite and prepared our wagon. We hid all evidence of our fight with the elves and saddled up.

Nerras led the way, scanning the trees for any threats as usual. Thilli sat next to me, holding my hand again.

“You should have woken me earlier,” she said finally.

“You were tired,” I said.

“I know, but I wanted to spend more time with you.”

“We have the rest of our lives to spend together, my love.” I squeezed her hand and smiled at her so she wouldn’t think I was being condescending.

Thilli slid over on the seat and cuddled up next to me.

The ride quality of the wagon was absolute shit; there was no way around that. I needed a bath, my clothes were dirty, and I could stand a shave. But still, I was happy. Being with Thilli was great, especially now that we had taken the next step in our relationship.

All good things must come to an end, however, including our peaceful trip.

Some time after lunch, Nerras rode back to our wagon. He wore a frown much deeper than his customary stern gaze.

“The elven camp is ahead,” he said in a flat voice.

“Alright, just stay next to us,” I told him. “And try not to kill anyone,” I added, looking at Thilli.

“Can’t make any promises,” she muttered.

We slowed our pace as we approached the elven camp. Two of the elven scouts on horseback met us while we were on the road. At least they didn’t point their crossbows at us this time.

“We’re here to see Farozhin,” I called out, purposely omitting his title. “Tell him we have returned from our quest to kill Odewyn.”

One of them nodded. “Come with us,” he said tersely. The other elf remained silent.

We guided our wagon off the road and entered the elven camp. I was immediately impressed with its neatness; four tents were arranged in a square, with a fifth and larger tent to the side. I assumed that was Farozhin’s. They were surprisingly simple, as well. With a man claiming to be a lord, I had been expecting something with more embroidery or gilding. These tents were functional and looked like they folded up small enough to fit inside a saddlebag. In fact, everything in the camp looked like it folded.

One of the elves went inside the large tent and a moment later Farozhin emerged.

His back was straight and his eyes cold, just as I expected. The moment he looked at me I felt judgement, plain and simple. He pursed his lips slightly, as if dealing with a human and some goblins was beneath him but he would work through it. I really hated this guy.

“I see you have returned,” he said. “And a day early, at that.” He rested his hand on the hilt of his sword and the attitude in the camp immediately changed. It was subtle, but the rest of the elves all focused on us. While they looked to be relaxing, I could tell they were ready to attack in an instant. “I trust you have proof of your victory?” Farozhin asked.

“Of course,” I said. “It’s tied to the back of the wagon.” I could have grabbed it for him, but I suddenly decided I didn’t want to bother.

Farozhin clearly expected me to get the head for him. When I didn’t move, he grumbled something under his breath—I clearly heard the word “mongrel”—and sent one of his men to fetch it.

The nearest elven scout approached the rear of the wagon, then cut the sack free and brought it to Farozhin. The elven lord fixed me with a hard stare as he accepted the sack, then turned it upside down and emptied it.

Odewyn’s head rolled onto the ground. His face was still frozen in a rictus, with empty eye sockets staring up at the sky.

Farozhin stared at the head coldly, then turned to me. “How did you do it?” he asked.

I cleared my throat. “Well, I tried a few things, none of which worked. Ultimately, I used magic to boil the blood in his veins. It killed him in a matter of seconds.”

Farozhin nodded slowly as I spoke, as if gaining a newfound appreciation for me. I wouldn’t go so far as to call it respect. More like he realized I would be a tough opponent.

I reached behind the wagon seat and grabbed Farozhin’s dagger. “Sorry, I wasn’t able to kill him using your knife,” I said, getting ready to toss it to him.

Farozhin raised his hand. “Keep it. Consider it a token of my appreciation. Put this back in the sack,” he said to the nearest elf, who immediately obeyed.

“So, about this wine deal I’m proposing,” I began.

“Yes,” Farozhin said, cutting me off. He raised his chin haughtily. “I accept. In one week’s time, a servant of mine will arrive in Gillamoor to purchase more of the wine. My manor is on the western side of Isenasera, so the trip doesn’t take very long.” His eyes flickered briefly to Nerras, then Thilli. “I trust I will be dealing with you?”

I grinned. “Sorry, I’m going to be really busy. I’ll try to stop by, but you’ll be dealing with an associate of mine. I can assure you that Lossia is well versed in negotiating trade deals such as this, and we will handle everything with utmost professionalism.”

I struggled not to laugh at the way his mouth soured.

“Yes, well,” Farozhin began. “I trust my men won’t be attacked when they approach the city. Such an act would mean war, a war the goblins would certainly lose.”

“They will be treated as honored guests, and no harm will come to them as long as they treat everyone with respect,” I said, emphasizing the last part of the sentence.

Farozhin scoffed, but eventually nodded. “It is done, then. As I said, my servants will visit Gillamoor in a week to purchase wine from your…associate.”

I thought for a moment. “Does your man have permission to taste new wines? To buy extra if he deems them of appropriate quality?”

Farozhin thought for a moment, then nodded. “I will grant him that authority.”

“Good,” I said. “We have a guy that makes a dry red that I think you would enjoy. We’ll let your man try it so he can judge if it’s up to par.” I avoided mentioning that this “guy” was the commander of the military in Gillamoor, and would probably rather behead elves than sell wine to them. I would just need to explain to the colonel that this would be a good opportunity to let word spread of our increased fortifications.

Farozhin gave me a tight-lipped smile. “Splendid. We will see you in one week, then.” He inclined his head slightly, a gesture of dismissal, although I think it was clear he had at least a modicum of respect for me.

I tugged on the reins, turning my team sharply to the left. There wasn’t quite enough room for them to make the turn, so I pulled deeply from my magical well and sent a blade of wind to slice down a tree that was in the way. A second gust combined with a bit of reversed gravity knocked it aside, out of everyone’s way.

The elves leaped to their feet the moment I used my magic. Once they saw I was clearing a path and not attacking them they settled down, but I could still practically feel the tension in the air. I turned and saw Farozhin watching me with narrowed eyes. I waved at him, then gave the reins a gentle slap.

The horses began moving in an easy walk and pulled onto the main road after a short distance. Nerras gave me a few tight looks, which I understood. I was making deals with their enemy, after all.

“Now I just need to figure out a way to tell my father that we’re selling his wine to elves,” Thilli said.

I shrugged. “Tell him what I’ve said. That you want our children to grow up in a more peaceful world, and a few casks of wine is a good way to get started on that path. We don’t have to be friends with the elves—I would never ask for that, on account of your history as well as the fact that the guys are clear assholes. We just need to reduce the level of animosity a bit.

Thilli gave me a sidelong glance. “Who makes the dry red you mentioned?”

I chuckled. “Colonel Chuleel.”

Thilli laughed out loud, slapping her thigh. “Are you kidding me? Oh, I would love to be there when you tell him where his wine is going.”

“Yeah, I don’t anticipate that conversation going well,” I said. “But it’s one that needs to happen. All these nations need to be united against Vogrim. Right now we’re at as much risk being attacked by orcs or elves as we are by that damn sorcerer. I’m just trying to fix that.”

“I understand,” Thilli said, wiping tears from her eyes. She finally stopped laughing. “I understand, Andrew. I don’t like it one bit, but I do see your train of thought.” She took a deep breath and blew it out. “I suppose I’m grateful for it, and you. If it were up to me, I would just poison their entire nation and probably wind up starting a war.”

I looked over at her and she shrugged as if she hadn’t said anything out of the ordinary.

“Tell you what,” I said. “If they start anything, we’ll finish it. But for now, let’s just go home.”

She leaned against me and I put my arm around her shoulders. I bent over and kissed the top of her head and she sighed happily.

“Let’s go home,” I said again.

Thank you for reading Goblin Adventurer! If you enjoyed it and are interested in the next chapter in this series, click here for Goblin Settler, available on preorder now!

Also if you’d like some behind-the-scenes notes, character portraits (both SFW and NSFW) and early readings of my latest projects, make sure to sign up for my Patreon here!
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