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Sometimes, when I stared at Eldrick’s shield, I wondered what was wrong with it. If it had any secret quirks or “hidden features.” If there were any hidden powers that wouldn’t make themselves known until the first time I tried to use it in combat. I imagined slipping my arm through the loops on the rear of the shield and then the damn thing started talking to me in a crazed voice, telling me to eat gravel or something equally nuts.

Fortunately, that didn’t happen. In fact, the first time I held it, very little happened.

The shield itself was quite beautiful. It was a kite shield, made from an unknown metal. It was as light as aluminum, but hard as steel. Perhaps even harder. Elven in design, intricate carvings of vines and leaves ran around the silver border of the shield, with flowers spreading from the bottom point. The inner section of the shield, interestingly enough, was lacquered in a black so dark it seemed to drink in the light. It was so dark that it was uncomfortable to even look at.

It was light on my arm, and fit as if it were made for me. I found that strange considering its age and that my arms were almost certainly larger than Eldrick’s had been. It took me a moment to realize that the straps sized themselves to the wielder.

I stood there in my room in the temple, shield on my left forearm. While it was an immensely powerful magical artifact, I found myself…. Well, disappointed was the wrong word, but it was close. I used my magical tendrils to feel around the shield. Nothing. In fact, when I tried to use any magic on the shield it almost seemed to drink it in and absorb it. Strange. I had expected it to have its own powers, though I didn’t know what. It seemed to be just a lightweight shield.

Whatever its powers were, I had to figure them out, and fast. Vogrim was amassing an army with the intention of swarming us. At the earliest, I had two months. With a bit of luck, I would have three.

“He did what?” Anna asked from behind me.

“Not that I’m surprised,” Cirro said.

I turned and saw my wives lounging in chairs, chatting and enjoying a light breakfast. They were all so beautiful in different ways, from Lossia’s voluptuous curves and purple hair to Anna’s slender body and dark blue braid. Green skin or not, they were the most beautiful women ever, and I was the luckiest guy in the world.

Thilli looked at me and smiled as she continued telling the story. “Yeah, you heard me,” she said with a slight laugh. “Nerras and I ran out of the burrow on Andrew’s command. With each step, I feared that thing was going to spew acid all over my back. After killing Andrew first, of course.”

“Of course,” I said, removing the shield from my arm.

“But it didn’t,” Thilli said. “We ran out of the burrow and a few seconds later Andrew exited as well. He had that wild look in his eyes that I’ve come to recognize as a sign that he’s going to do something stupid. Or in this case, stupid but heroic.”

Anna laughed. “That sounds like the Andrew I know.” She gave me a smile filled with love.

“Fortunately, the plague beast couldn’t walk very quickly,” Thilli said. “It was strange, like a spike-covered frog but as tall as a minotaur. And with teeth. Oh, by the gods, its teeth were terrible. Sharp, and yellow, and just horrible. Anyways, Andrew climbs on top of the stones at the mouth of the entrance. The plague beast finally came out, and it immediately spat a wad of green…stuff right at us.”

Lossia wrinkled her nose. “That’s disgusting.”

Thilli grinned. “Disgusting is the right word for it. I managed to deflect it using magic, and then this genius,” she pointed at me, “leaps onto its back, completely ignoring all the spikes.”

Lossia, Anna, and Cirro winced at the same time. Three sets of eyes turned to me, looking at me as if I had lost my mind.

I shrugged. “I saw it attack Thilli and had to do something.”

“You should have seen him,” Thilli said, leaning forwards. “His armor protected most of him, but the spikes tore through his legs. He ignored it and sawed through half of the plague beast’s neck with his sword. In fact, he was so focused on killing that monster that he forgot to even summon the fire from his sword. I was so afraid Andrew was going to die that I couldn’t focus. I kept trying to attack the plague beast with fire, but it barely worked. Andrew did the job, though. It crawled over to him as it died, trying to take him with it.”

“You cut its neck half off while lying on its back?” Anna asked. “I’m just trying to picture this in my head.”

“It was every bit as ridiculous as you would think,” Thilli said. “It wasn’t fully dead at that time, although it was close. Andrew used magic to pull water out of the plague beast. It shriveled and dried up right in front of us. It tried to spit poison at him but that dried up as well, right in its throat.” She shrugged. “And then it died.”

“And then Andrew was poisoned,” Lossia said, her eyes going down to my legs.

I smiled and tried not to think about it. It wasn’t a pleasant memory.

“We all thought he was dead,” Thilli said, wiping a sudden tear from her eye. Her voice quivered slightly as she spoke, but she looked at me and smiled. “He refused to die, though. He tried to heal himself and failed, then Ulenor and I tried to heal him and failed. It took Zozella herself to finally get it done right.”

Cirro whistled loudly. “Healed by a goddess. You really seem to have gained her favor, Andrew.”

“I owe her everything,” I said, remembering how she not only healed me, but helped to give me this amazing life.

“Whatever she wants in return, you had better do it,” Cirro said with a laugh. “Oh, wait. I have a feeling I know what she wants.”

I looked at her and raised an eyebrow. They all laughed, as they also knew.

Zozella wanted me to save her people, nothing more, nothing less. That included defeating a thousand-year-old minotaur sorcerer as well as helping the goblins to repopulate and grow stronger. At least the latter was fun.

“Speaking of that,” Thilli said. “He needs to get to work. We talked about his numbers, and about how many women he needs to breed with in order to create a new generation. I’m afraid he’s quite far behind where he needs to be.”

“How many does he need to mate with?” Lossia asked.

“As close to a thousand as possible,” Thilli said. “He should be around two hundred now.” She turned to me and smiled. “We’ll all help how we can, but I’m afraid it’s going to be a lot of work.”

“I’m fine with doing it,” I said, slowly walking closer to them. “It’s just a matter of timing. In a week, I’m leaving for Holmar with Cirro, Ulenor, and Nerras. There’s no way I can impregnate eight hundred women in a week.”

“I’d like to watch you try,” Cirro said quietly. She winked at me.

“I’ve been praying about it,” Thilli said. “Fortunately, being so close to you means Zozella has more time for my prayers. I believe she will help you.”

Oh, great. I had received several blessings from her in the recent past. The first one seemed to be made of pure viagra, while the second one was basically a mild steroid cycle. I was curious what else the goddess had up her divine sleeve.

“I also talked with Ulenor about it,” I said. “When I went to York, he made me a potion that helped quite a bit.”

Cirro nodded and smiled as if it were settled. “So, you’re good then? Just let me know if you need any help. Especially with any of those women calling themselves Zozella’s Daughters.” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.

“Oh, stop,” Lossia said with a laugh. She leaned her head on Cirro’s shoulder, then turned to me. “She makes a good point, though. Let us know if you need any help.”

“We’re all just here to help you succeed, Andrew,” Anna said as she reached down and grabbed onto Lossia’s bottom.

“You three are nearly as bad as Andrew,” Thilli said.

“I can assure you I’m much worse,” Cirro said with another wink.

I laughed and walked over to them. Group hugs were always a bit awkward, but I didn’t care. I wrapped my arms around Cirro, Anna, and Lossia and squeezed them tightly, just enjoying the feeling of them pressed against me.

“I love you all so much,” I said quietly.

“You can show some of that love by helping us with the house,” Lossia said. “I know you have a lot to do today, but if you can make it there tomorrow that would be great. Some of the timbers have been delivered and we need to start installing them.”

With all that had happened over the past week, I had nearly forgotten about my house. “I can’t wait to see it,” I said. It was going to be a beautiful place. “Oh, and I want Nerras to be our neighbor.”

Cirro blinked and looked up at me. “Nerras? The guy you’re traveling with, right? The soldier?”

I nodded. “He needs room for himself and his two partners. And, fingers crossed, some children in the future.”

“He’s saved our lives on more than one occasion,” Thilli explained. “He’s a good man. A bit unsettling at times, but the exact kind we need to defeat Vogrim.”

“I’ll talk to the mayor later about giving him a plot of land,” I said. “At least we know he’ll be able to afford it now.”

“Why is that?” Anna asked. The other women all looked at me with interest.

I went back to my wardrobe and fetched my belt pouch, or coin purse, or whatever the hell they called the things. It clinked loudly as I bounced it in my hand a few times. My wives eyed me curiously as I walked back to them, purse in hand.

“Here,” I said as I tossed it to Cirro.

She caught it, then raised an eyebrow at me. With a flick of her fingers, she pulled the drawstring open, revealing that it was filled with not only gold coins, but several shining gemstones.

Cirro gasped loudly. “Andrew! This is a fortune!”

“I don’t know if this makes us rich or not, but it’s a good start,” I said. “I’m just glad I have enough to take care of you all.” I turned to Lossia. “Including you. I’d rather use my money to provide for you than have you delve into your family fortune.”

“I understand,” she said, smiling sweetly. She watched as Cirro counted out the money onto a nearby table. “That is a lot of money, Andrew. All five of us can live comfortably on that for several years.”

“Good,” I said. “I plan on giving some to the mayor later today. The rest will be invested, somehow. I don’t really have any skills that will earn me a living in your world, except for perhaps my ability to kill monsters.” I smiled and turned to Thilli. “Perhaps we can get started on that vineyard.”
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Lossia’s face lit up when she heard that. “Oh, I would love a vineyard!” she said, clapping her hands and bouncing on her toes. “I can talk to my father about it. He’ll have some cuttings sent up here.”

“Cuttings?” I asked.

Thilli took over and explained. “You don’t grow grape vines from a seed. Instead, you use a cutting from an existing vine. If you’re serious about buying some land for a vineyard, then I’ll talk to my father about getting some cuttings from his vines.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said, sitting down on a nearby chair. I took a moment to look at all my wives, drinking in their beauty. “We’re going to have a great life together, you know that?”

Lossia blushed and smiled. Anna put her hands on her hips and smirked at me.” Well, I should hope so,” she said.

I laughed at her comment. “I was just thinking about how things are coming together so nicely. The city is getting stronger, our house is being built, and now we have a small pile of money to prop us up. Once all this is done, life is going to be good.”

“Cooking dinner for all of you in my own kitchen,” Thilli said with a soft smile. “Sipping on wine from our own vineyard.”

“That does sound amazing,” Cirro said. “I can help tend to the garden.”

“I’m just grateful we all have each other,” Lossia added.

“And soon, we’ll have some little ones,” Anna said, reaching out and placing a hand on Cirro’s stomach. Her smile took in Thilli as well.

A knock came at the door, interrupting our daydream of a perfect life.

“Come in,” I called out.

The door opened and Prazzi walked in. She smiled at the women, but walked straight for me with something in her hands.

“This is for you,” she said, handing it to me. “Ulenor just sent it here and wanted it in your hands as soon as possible.”

I looked down at what she had handed me. It was a small glass vial, the type I was used to seeing in his study, filled with a pale red fluid. Along with the vial, he had sent a note.

Prazzi bobbed a slight curtsy then left the room. I held the note up and read it.

Andrew,

Drink this immediately. It will take a few hours for it to take effect, and it will last for a week. Thank me later.

Ulenor

I grinned as I read the note again.

“What is it?” Anna asked.

“Pure happiness,” I said as I unstoppered the drink.

“Okay, hold on,” Lossia said. “You said tacos were pure happiness. Then apparently you told Thilli that something called ‘sushi’ was pure happiness. I think you need to make up your mind.” She spoke the words in a stern voice, but struggled not to laugh.

I downed the potion in a single gulp. The flavor reminded me of a cherry energy drink. Whatever Ulenor did to flavor these things, they were fantastic.

“It’s for tonight,” I said, shoving the cork stopper back in place. I set the empty vial and the slip of paper on the nearest table.

“Tonight?” Lossia asked.

“Tonight,” I said with a smile.

“Oohhhhhh,” they all said at the same time.

“I hope it works well,” Thilli said. “You’re going to need it to get this done. I still don’t know how we’re going to get that many women in here.”

“I imagine you’ll do just fine,” I said. “I can continue once we arrive at Holmar as well. Gotta spread the love around, not just keep it here.” That comment earned me four flat looks.

“Not to put a damper on the mood or anything, but what about the impending attack?” Thilli asked. “Have you given more thought to that?”

“I have,” I said. “And it’s just like I said before. It’ll take them months to arrive in Gillamoor. Whatever they’re doing, we’ll be ready for it. Although if I play my hand right, Vogrim will be dead before the army even heads down here.”

Lossia stood up and smoothed her dress over her hips. “It’s really good to have you back, Andrew,” she said. “Cirro and I need to get going. Our house isn’t going to build itself.”

“Yeah, I need to get to the kids,” Anna said, popping another grape in her mouth.

We all had things to do. I looked over at my wardrobe, at the jackets and cloaks hanging, and wondered what color jacket I’d be in today. Probably the subdued gray one, since I would be going to see the soldiers in a few minutes.

“I know you have a busy day planned,” Thilli said as she walked up to me. She reached out and took my hand in hers. “Let me take care of it. I need to learn more about that sort of thing anyway; someone has to run this show while you’re having fun in Holmar.” She gave me a grin that was good enough for Cirro.

“At least that makes my wardrobe decisions easier,” I said with a chuckle.

Using her grip on my hand, Thilli pulled me to her, then stretched onto her toes and kissed me. “I’m going to miss you today,” she whispered.

I smiled and wrapped both arms around her. My sweet Thilli. She was such a wonderful partner.

“Is this a solo party or can anyone play?” Anna asked, standing right next to us.

I laughed and reached out for her, lifting her off the ground as I hugged her. After a kiss, I set her back on the floor.

“I wish we could just spend all day here, together,” she said. “I hate that as soon as you two get back, you have to go right to work.” She reached out and grabbed Thilli’s hand as well. Thilli held her gaze, but color stained her cheeks. “I missed you, Thilli. I don’t think I’ve told you that since you returned.”

Anna pulled Thilli into a tight embrace, the kind I expected to see lovers use. She brushed the back of Thilli’s hair and sighed happily while holding the beautiful woman.

“I hope you thought about me while you were away,” Anna said, a hint of a mischievous light in her eyes.

“I did, actually,” Thilli said, her voice quiet.

“She mostly thought about me, though,” I said, stepping in to save Thilli any embarrassment or discomfort. She wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about Anna yet, and I didn’t want her to be put off by Anna’s forwardness.

Anna laughed as she released Thilli’s hand. “Who would waste their time thinking about you?”

“You, I’ll bet,” I said, and I stepped in and grabbed her. I slipped one arm around her lower back and grabbed her hand with mine and spun her around, as if I actually knew how to dance. She smiled and laughed when I finally set her down.

“Oh, Andrew,” she said, smiling as she leaned against my chest. “You truly are a horrible dancer.”

“I know,” I said with a grin. “You’ll have to learn to deal with it.”

“Okay, okay,” Anna said. “We’ll all stay here for another hour if we don’t break things off. Love you, see you at lunch,” she said, and stretched up onto her toes to kiss me.

It was like a conga line of beautiful women in front of me. I kissed Anna, then Thilli was there. I hugged her tightly and kissed her, and she was replaced by Cirro. She told me she was excited to spend some time with me in Holmar, and we kissed. That left Lossia, who just held me tightly for a while.

“I really missed you,” she said against my chest.

“I missed you, too,” I said, squeezing her and kissing the top of her purple-haired head.

“I wish I had some time to be with you right now,” she said, sounding uncharacteristically forward. “I really want you inside me.”

“Soon,” I told her. She looked up at me and I kissed her again.

“Hurry up, before I jump in there and join you guys,” Cirro called out.

“Alright,” I said, kissing Lossia one last time. “I love you two.”

“Bye Andrew,” Cirro said, giving me her sweetest smile as she turned and walked out of the room. She swung her hips as she walked. The pregnancy had definitely put a few extra pounds on her, and it looked like they had all gone to her bottom. She was Lossia’s equal in that aspect, now.

Once they had all left, I finally went over to my wardrobe and selected a dark gray jacket. For whatever reason, Trina seemed to make most of my jackets and cloaks in that color, often with silver and black embroidery around the edges. It was as if she was choosing my house colors for me. I didn’t mind; I had no eye for that sort of thing, and she was creating quite a nice looking wardrobe for me.

Once I shrugged into the jacket, I buckled my sword belt over it. I certainly didn’t need it within the confines of the city walls, but I had grown to enjoy wearing it. The goblin people saw me as a hero, so I wanted to look the part. My dark gray cloak covered everything and completed the look.

I left my room and walked towards the doors, but stopped halfway there. After turning on my heel, I went straight to Zozella’s statue. The beautiful goddess was a familiar sight to me, now, although I never entirely got used to her voice in my head.

“Good morning,” I said to her. As usual, I sucked at praying. I don’t think she minded too much. Actions seemed to matter more than words to her.

“Good morning, Andrew,” her voice boomed in my mind. The face of her statue looked down at me and smiled. She reached one of her hands down and I took it and kissed the back of her fingers, then knelt before her.

“Okay, so I’m going to get right to it,” I said. “We’ve done the math, and if I’m going to truly help repopulate, then I need to do a lot more. For me to father enough children to create a generation that’s immune to Vogrim’s poison…. Well, it’s not going to be easy.”

“What exactly are you asking, Andrew?”

I took a deep breath. “I need more of that blessing you gave me. You know, the one that helps me, uh, mate with the goblin women multiple times per day. I need that, but like two or three times as strong.”

Her laugh was musical, and she placed her hands on her hips. “Enjoying my girls that much, are you?”

“I’ll be honest with you,” I said. “I need to mate with so many women that I probably won’t enjoy it any longer. I just need the physical ability to do so. As much as I can. I really want to help, and I know my genes will make your people taller and stronger, but in order to actually have any sort of effect, I need to sleep with at least a thousand women. I don’t know if that can even happen, especially in a week’s time, but I’ll try my best.”

Zozella’s faint laughter chimed in my head. “It is done, Andrew. When they come tonight, you will be ready. You might find this blessing to be nearly a curse when the week is done, though.”

“Trust me, I understand,” I said, standing up. “Oh, and I’m not sure if you care about this sort of thing, but I’m giving money to the mayor today to put back into the education budget. I’m trying really hard to do the right thing, here.”

“I do care, Andrew,” she said. “I care about everything that affects my people. When you strengthen the city against attacks, I care. When you help the children, I care. Don’t ever worry that your efforts will go unnoticed. I see almost everything, Andrew.”

“Noted,” I said. “Well, I need to get to work. I’ll talk to you later.”

She held her hand out again, I assumed for me to kiss or something. For whatever reason, without thinking, I high-fived her.

“Uh, sorry,” I said. “Anyways, gotta run.” I hurried away before she could ask me what the hell I was doing.

Walking with my sword belt took some getting used to, but by now it was second nature. I kept my left hand on my sword hilt so the scabbard wouldn’t smack my legs with each step, or whip out and strike a passerby.

People didn’t immediately cheer me on sight like they did after the Battle of Gillamoor, but I definitely received more than a few warm greetings—to include a few sultry-eyed women that clearly wanted to share my bed. I was finally starting to get used to all of this.

I didn’t really see short green people with pointy ears anymore. Instead, I saw a beautiful people with an incredibly rich culture, a population of compassionate people that truly wanted a better future for themselves and for their children. I saw the kind of people I wanted to spend the rest of my life around. The kind of people I wanted my children growing up around. Wonderful people.

My people.
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After a few minutes, I found myself standing in front of the mayor’s house. I stepped up to his door and rapped my knuckles against the wood a few times, then waited patiently while humming an old Metallica song to myself.

“One moment!” the mayor’s voice called out. A few minutes later, he pulled the door open. His face brightened upon seeing me. “Andrew! Welcome back, my boy!” He reached out and took my hand, pumping it up and down enthusiastically. “Come inside, please. I’ll wager you have all sorts of things to talk to me about.”

“I do, actually,” I said. “And probably less stressful than the last time we talked.” Last time, I had told him I intended to start trading with the elves, their enemies for countless centuries.

“I have something for you,” Mayor Beezle said, rummaging around his kitchen. “My dear? Where did you put that new bottle that I brought home yesterday?”

“Above the sink!” a woman’s voice replied.

“Right, right,” the mayor said, stretching up to rummage through the cabinets.

As I sank into an overstuffed chair, he hurried towards me with two silver cups and a clay bottle in hand. He set them on the nearest table, then pulled the cork from the bottle.

“This is the most incredible drink,” he explained. “One of our farmers to the south of the city made it. He fermented white grapes with honey. Honey! Imagine that! Anyways, he said it took a long time for the fermentation to finish. Six or seven months, to be exact. But the result is just incredible.”

He handed me a cup filled halfway with the golden liquid and I smiled. So, some farmer had started making mead, it seemed. I had enjoyed a few glasses during my years, but it always seemed more of a novelty than anything else.

I took a sip and my eyebrows raised on their own accord. “Oh, wow,” I said. “This is great.”

“Isn’t it?” the mayor asked, drinking more of his. “It’s dry, but not too dry. That tiny hint of sweetness really sets it off.”

“Yeah, I could drink plenty of this,” I said, having another sip.

“Oh, be careful with it,” Mayor Beezle said. “It’s strong. It’ll sneak up on you and then you suddenly can’t walk straight.”

“And you said a local farmer made this?” I asked. The mayor nodded. “Do you know how much he made?”

“A few dozen clay bottles,” he replied. “Gathering that much honey is difficult, he said.”

“Understandable,” I replied, but the gears in my mind were already turning. If I planted a field of wildflowers next to our vineyard, we could hire a beekeeper or two. With enough honey, we could make something like this and sell it to the elves. I still didn’t like or trust the elves, but I was beginning to see them as a potential source of income for my future.

“So, what did you come here to talk with me about?” Mayor Beezle asked, setting his cup down. “More?”

I started to tell him no, but decided to go ahead. “Oh, why not,” I said, feeling the need to unwind a bit after such a harsh journey. “I almost died a week ago, after all. Let me have another cup.”

“Almost died?” he asked, his eyebrows climbing his forehead. “Oh, you’ll have to tell me that story. He poured another measure in both of our cups and we sat back for a moment, each enjoying the golden liquid.

“Okay, so where to start?” I asked myself. “Let’s start with the moat.”

“The moat?” the mayor asked. “I assume it’s to your liking, as you are the one that told us how to build it.”

“Oh, it’s wonderful,” I said. “Absolutely wonderful. However, as I was riding into the city, something occurred to me. Part of the purpose of a moat is to direct potential enemies to a certain area. We want any attackers to come through our south gate, as that’s where most of our archers are located.”

“Okay, I’m following,” Mayor Beezle said, taking another sip of his mead.

“Well, the moat is the same width the entire way around the city,” I said. “If anyone wanted to try to cross the moat, or maybe dump some dirt in it, they could do it along the northern wall where there is no gatehouse, no ballistae.”

The mayor frowned. “I see what you’re getting at. We need to ensure any potential attackers have no choice but to go to the southern gate.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Which is why you should have some workers triple the width of the moat along the northern side of the city. Eastern and western sides, too. Make it so there really is no choice but to go to the southern wall.”

The mayor nodded slowly. “I can see it in my mind. Who would try to cross a lake when there is a stream nearby? This is wise, Andrew, very wise indeed.”

“Thanks,” I said, digging around at my belt pouch. I pulled my coin purse open and grabbed a handful of golden coins and a few gems. After leaning forwards, I slapped them onto the table.

The mayor’s eyes widened at the sight of such wealth. “Andrew, what is this? This is an incredible sum of money.”

“We found some when we went to the Drowned Lands.” The mayor’s hand suddenly recoiled from the coins and I laughed. “Don’t worry, there’s nothing on the coins. They’re completely safe. I wanted this money to go into a few places. First, I know I’m kind of expensive to host, especially with all these trips. I need a wagon, horses, food, and more. I want you to give a bit to the local healers, and have them go through the population, knock on every door, and make sure everyone is healthy. Whatever is left, put it into the schools.”

Mayor Beezle stared at the small pile of gold coins and red jewels for a moment before nodding. “As you wish,” he said. “Would you mind if I used a bit to pay for this work we’re doing on the city? The moat, for example?”

“Oh, of course,” I said. “Spread the wealth, please. I want this money to benefit as many people as possible. Oh, I had another idea as well. Once the moat is expanded, let’s try to get some fish in there.”

The mayor stared at me for a moment. “Fish?”

“Yeah, fish,” I said. “If you have a body of water that large, you might as well make it work for you. Filling it with fish would help supply the city with food. As the population grows, it’ll be a big help. We’ll just have to ensure trash is never dumped into the moat.”

“Of course, of course,” he replied. “You know we’re a clean lot. I’ll talk to the colonel about this. I’m sure he’ll see the wisdom in enlarging the moat.” He leaned forward in his chair. “So tell me, how was the Drowned Lands?”

“Horrible,” I said with a chuckle. “I have never in my life seen any place as vile and disgusting as that, and I grew up in Florida so that’s saying a lot. Creatures followed us around, spewing poison vomit at us, trying to kill us.”

Mayor Beezle shivered. “That sounds wretched indeed. But it’s done? You have what you went for?”

I nodded. “Yeah, we killed the plague beast and I got the shield. We’re getting closer to fighting Vogrim himself. I just need Eldrick’s sword, and I’ll be set.” I took a deep breath. ”Also you should know, Vogrim is amassing an army to attack us.”

“I know,” Mayor Beezle said, his eyebrows knitting. “Colonel Chuleel told me yesterday, said a scout nearly ran his horse to death coming to the city so quickly.”

“We’re going to be okay,” I told him. “That’s why I’ve been improving the city’s defenses and training the soldiers. I don’t see a battle taking a long time, but if I may make a suggestion, I would suggest stockpiling any and all food you can, just to be safe. They’ll attack during winter, so it will be cold, and….” I trailed off as something occurred to me. “It gets cold here during winter time, right?”

“Well, of course,” the mayor said. “Cold enough to snow and freeze the stream solid, and….” He trailed off as he came to the same conclusion.

“If the moat freezes, enemy soldiers can cross it,” I said, giving voice to our thoughts. “We’ll need to find any goblins, men or women, that are strong with fire magic. Train them, get them as skilled as possible.” I dug through my coin purse and slapped two more gold coins onto the table. “Use that to pay them. We’ll need them channeling heat into the water day and night to keep it from freezing over.”

“Oh, this is dreadful, just dreadful,” the mayor said, wringing his hands.

“No, it’s okay,” I said, reaching out and placing a hand on his knee. “It’s okay, mayor. This is just a small setback, but we already have a solution. Things are going to be alright. As I told the others, if Vogrim is building a small force to attack, the absolute earliest they could get here would be roughly two months. And a small force wouldn’t be able to do much against our defenses. If he’s building a larger army, which is what I suspect, that’ll take twice as long. And in that case, I’ll probably kill Vogrim before he can even send any troops out.”

“You sound so confident,” the mayor said, his voice slightly shaky.

“Because I have a plan,” I said. “Because I’ve been working hard to train our soldiers to be ready for just this type of thing. They still have a long way to go, but they’re ten times better than they were back in the Battle of Gillamor. We’re going to make it.”

He nodded. “If you say so, then I will put my trust in you. I had hoped that the first attack was the last I would ever see. It appears I’ll need to experience a second one.”

“I promise that all this will come to an end,” I said. “Times are stressful because things are changing. Let’s talk about something more pleasant,” I said, changing the subject. “It can’t be all doom and gloom today.”

The mayor and I talked for another hour and a half about a wide range of topics, from local flora and fauna to the local economy to goblin holidays. I was looking forward to my first Iyva Serin, I told him. That was their most important holiday of the year, and I was glad I got to be a part of it.

The mayor’s eyes bulged when I told him how much Lossia had charged the elves for the wine on their first trip. Once his laughter faded he told me that the second trade had gone smoothly.

“They’re bastards, every last one of them,” he growled. “That one man though, the one handing out the money. He seemed different than the rest. Lossia told me he actually apologized to her for what the elves had done to us.”

“That would be Elidyr,” I said. “I don’t think I would call him an ally, but he’s the closest thing we’ve got. I’m trying to get him to convince his master, a guy called Lord Farozhin, to form an alliance with us. He’s a powerful lord, so I think we would all benefit from that.”

The mayor gave me a flat look. “Alliance?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Basically just to help ensure peace. I also promised them a few things, and before you get upset let me explain it this way: I would basically be letting them pay for me to invent new things that we would benefit from.”

The mayor shook his head and glanced at his mead cup. “I swear, I’m going to need more of this if I’m going to continue talking to you.”

We both laughed and enjoyed another thirty minutes of fun stories and friendship. I had never just talked with the mayor before, but he was a delight. A funny man with a kind heart. The exact kind of person I was glad was in charge of the city.

I brought up that Nerras needed a plot of land next to our house and the mayor nodded and said it would be done. Especially now that money wasn’t a problem.
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Ihad taken much longer at the mayor’s place than expected, so eventually I realized I had to head out. After an enthusiastic handshake and several pats on the back, I finally managed to leave his house.

The mead in my belly lightened my mood and put a spring in my step. The cold, crisp air helped with that. Red and brown leaves dotted the road where they hadn’t been picked up yet. My mood was so good that I just wandered around for a few minutes before remembering where I was supposed to go.

The sun was high overhead, signaling that it was near lunch time. I turned around—I had been walking in the complete wrong direction—and walked back towards the market district. I didn’t quite hurry, but I kept my steps quick. Anna was there waiting for me, and I was looking forward to seeing her.

Several of the merchants called out to me when I entered the market district. One of the butchers always tried to offer me free meat—I think his business improved when people saw me there, so giving me some free food ultimately benefited him. Couldn’t say I blamed him.

I did my best to ignore the merchants trying to get my attention and went straight to the middle of the market district, where a small park was located. That was the goblin way of doing things. Got a large intersection? Perfect place for a park! Not enough room for a park? Well, let’s just plant a tree then.

She wasn’t there yet, but I was probably early so that was fine. I walked to the tree where we had first met and leaned against the trunk and waited, watching people to pass the time.

During my time spent impregnating goblin women, I had seen all sorts of them. Short, tall—well, tall for a goblin at least—slender, chubby. The one thing they all had in common was that they had all been incredibly beautiful. And not just “oh, she’s cute” levels of beauty, but that kind of flawless perfection you only see a few times in life.

And then came my wives, three of whom were chosen to represent the entire goblin people and begin the process of repopulation. Words could hardly describe just how perfectly put together they were. Even Anna—she wasn’t one of the Mothers of a New Age, but she was equally beautiful. And Thilli! I never thought a woman could be as beautiful as Thilli.

As I watched the crowd, it dawned on me that there weren’t really any ugly goblins. Sure, some were more attractive than others and I saw a handful that could easily be described as plain or ordinary, but definitely not ugly. They even aged gracefully—Trina was proof of that. At nearly seventy years of age, she was hotter than most twenty-year-olds I had seen. Even Ulenor had a handsome, charming quality to him, and that guy was old as dirt.

One particular beauty saw me watching and approached. She had a slender build, small framed but not quite skinny, with long legs and curvy hips emphasized by her knee-length skirt. Her chest wasn’t particularly large, just a handful, but it was enough to make her white blouse fit snugly. Her hair was dark blue, almost navy blue, and in a single thick braid down her back. The small, wire-framed glasses really helped complete the look.

“Hey, Anna,” I said as she stepped close to me and threw her arms around my waist.

“Hey, honey,” she said, closing her eyes as she held me.

We stood that way for a few minutes, just enjoying each other’s presence. As I often did with the others, I breathed in her scent after kissing the top of her head.

“Are you smelling me?” she asked.

“Shut up,” I replied, holding in a laugh.

“It’s so good having you back,” she said, finally breaking our embrace. She went onto her toes and kissed me softly, then looped her arm through mine. “Come on.”

Together we wandered around the market district and surrounding side streets. We had no destination in mind, and instead just talked and grew closer.

“I had a strange question,” I said after a few minutes. “Why are there no ugly goblins? I spent ten minutes people watching before you showed up, and you all seem rather attractive.”

She was quiet for a moment. “What a way to start our lunch date,” she said under her breath. “The elves did that.”

I blinked. “The elves?” I already didn’t like where the conversation was going.

She nodded. “We were their slaves for many years, you know. During that time it was common for the elven men to have their way with goblin women.”

“Woah,” I said, stopping. “Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize this was such a dark topic. We can talk about something else.”

“It’s okay,” she said, a trace of sadness in her voice. “You asked, so you deserve to know the story. I don’t think many goblins remember, to be honest. With me being a teacher, I know more about our history than most.” She took a deep breath. “A thousand years ago, goblins were shorter than we are now. Our skin was slightly darker, and our ears larger. Elven men were twice as tall as goblin women back then, so they fetishized us. Imagine Lossia, but this tall.” She held her hand up, shoulder-height. Probably just under four feet tall.

“Wow,” I said, trying to picture exactly that.

“Many goblin women took their own lives, as they couldn’t handle the abuse,” Anna said. “The elves saw no use for unattractive goblin women, so they sometimes just killed them. As much as I hate to admit it, the elves tend to be rather beautiful, both men and women.” She shrugged. “After so many years of them impregnating us and killing the ugly ones, there were simply no ugly goblins left.”

My mouth fell open. “Holy shit,” I said. I hadn’t been expecting that at all. My distaste for the elves grew even deeper. “Wait a minute.” I kept my voice quiet. “Are you saying all goblins today are actually part elf?”

She nodded and touched her face as she spoke. “Now we’re taller, with smaller ears and these lovely features.”

“Son of a bitch,” I muttered. Could I just invent a bomb and drop it on the elven nation? Every time I learned more about them, they just got worse and worse. And I had sent Elidyr to his master to try to strike up an alliance. I felt sick to my stomach suddenly.

And yet, part of me still knew it was necessary. I had to fight Vogrim, and I couldn’t safely do that with the threat of the elves next door. Granted, there hadn’t been any attacks other than a few border skirmishes over the past hundred years, and those had only amounted to a dozen or so deaths.

Of course, since this wine trade began a number of elves now wanted to raid Gillamoor and enslave the goblins again. To put them back where they belonged, according to their twisted view of society. In my attempts to grow peace, I had inadvertently made things much, much worse for my people. My heart sank as the realization dawned on me. I had to do something about it.

“So, what’s next?” Anna asked, interrupting my dark thoughts.

“What do you mean?” I replied.

“I mean with the whole Vogrim thing. Where are we?”

I frowned as I tried to clear my head of the danger I had put my people in. “Well, I have Eldrick’s shield now, so I’m halfway there. I just need his sword. And I have this, I suppose,” I said, touching Odewyn’s pendant that hung from a chain around my neck.

“Is that the stone you told me about?” Anna asked. “The one you got after killing that necromancer? It allowed you to safely travel the swamps, right?”

“Yeah, that’s it,” I said. “I suppose I don’t need it any longer, but I like wearing it. It’s a reminder of what I’ve been through so far. A reminder not to ever lose hope.”

“So that’s why you’re going to Holmar, right?” she asked. “To get the sword, and then it’s time to take the fight to Vogrim?”

“Kind of,” I replied. “I have to deal with the orcs as well. They’ve been causing problems for Holmar for countless years, so I need to convince them to lay off. While I’m at it, I have to figure out a way to get them to ship steel to us so we can build a rail system. Uh, a faster way of traveling,” I said at her confused look.

“The orcs,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “That won’t be fun. In a way, they’re even more difficult than the elves.”

“Eh, they’re just assholes,” I said. The orcs were like high school bullies, from what I had gathered. Bloody their noses and they would lay off. “If my time here has taught me anything, it’s that I’m pretty good at dealing with assholes.”

“You’re certainly good at dealing with Lossia’s,” Anna said with a laugh.

I laughed with her. I pretty much set myself up for that one, after all. “Sometimes you surprise me,” I said.

“I mean, I’m not so innocent. I’ve got brothers, after all,” she said. Seeing the look upon my face, she suddenly laughed. “No, that came out wrong. I only meant that young men will talk about anything, no matter how crass. I’ve heard everything you could imagine.”

I leaned over and kissed the top of her head. She suddenly looked up at me, her eyes wide with excitement.

“Hey, I wanted to ask you something. Do you think Thilli was telling the truth when she said she thought about me?”

“I know she was telling the truth,” I said. “But perhaps not quite like you would think. Thilli is confused. She likes you, Anna, quite a bit. She even said that a person would have to be crazy not to like you. I think she’s just not into women, if you want the truth.”

Anna pursed her lips at that. “I figured that was the case. Not everyone is as free and open as Cirro. If that’s how things are, that’s okay. I don’t have to share a bed with her to love her.”

“You really do like her, don’t you?” I asked.

She gave me that “are you serious?” look. “Thilli is about as perfect as a woman could be,” Anna said. “I mean, her hair isn’t blue, but otherwise she’s just about perfect.”

I laughed and put my arm around her shoulder. We took a right at the next intersection and started walking back to the market district.

“Do you want to keep teaching after we get married?” I asked. “After all of this is done and we live in our beautiful house and everything.”

She pondered that for a moment, then nodded. “Yes,” she said. “Teaching is important to me. Children are our future, after all. They drive me crazy sometimes, but I love being around all the little ones. I don’t think we’ll need the money, but I do want to keep doing it.”

“And what about when you have a child of your own?” I asked, then frowned. “Although I suppose childcare isn’t an issue. You’ll have three other women to help take care of the kids.”

“Exactly,” she said.

We finally arrived back at the tree, and she turned to embrace me. Her head tucked beneath my chin as she held me. I resisted the urge to reach down and grab her butt—at home that was fine, but I tried not to be so crass in public.

“I love you, Andrew,” she said.

I squeezed her and kissed the top of her head. “I love you too, Anna.”

“Alright, time for me to get back to the kids. Oh, and you should hurry back to our room in the temple. Cirro has something for you,” she said, slowly pulling away. She kissed me and then walked away. I watched her tight little bottom move in that skirt of hers and had to look away so I didn’t wind up with a boner in a public park.

On my way out of the market district something caught my ear. One of the hawkers spoke loudly about his goods, how they had come straight from York with the latest so-and-so. My curiosity was piqued, so I went over to the small group of large wagons.

Most of the goods on display were clothes in the latest fashion and expensive rolls of fabric. Another man had utilitarian belt knives and tools of the finest steel, and the final wagon held an assortment of children’s toys. I smiled and went to that wagon, excited at the thought of being able to surprise my wives with some toys for our future kids.

“Good afternoon to you, sir,” the goblin merchant said as he came over to me. A light of recognition suddenly lit up in his eyes. “Ah, so you’re the one I’ve heard about! Doing a lot for our people, you are. Well, good sir, if I can help you in any way, you just let me know. Looking for anything in particular?”

“I dunno,” I said. “Something to give my wives for our future children.”

The goblin man’s stomach jiggled as he laughed. “Oh, I believe you’re going to need quite a lot of those!”

I gave him a good-natured smile. “Only for a few of them.”

“Do you know what you want, sir?” he asked, moving along the shelves to point out different things to me. “We have the finest dolls here, carved by a master dollmaker. Or perhaps you need something for a boy?”

“I’m not sure,” I said, my eyes scanning over his goods. “Wait. What are those?”

“Ah, a simple toy, good sir,” he said as he picked up a small, light-colored ball. He tossed it to the ground and it bounced back into his hand. “It’s a new thing from York. They just started making them.”

“I’ll take all of them,” I said quickly, digging into my coin purse. “Do you have anything else made of the same substance?”

My comment caught him completely off guard. “All of them? Um, I suppose that’s fine, sir. This is all I have though, nothing else. As I said, it’s a new thing from York. Apparently there’s a tree down there, and if you process the sap it turns into this.” He bounced the ball on the paving stones again. “Fascinating! It’s so new they haven’t even named it yet.”

“Rubber,” I said. “You guys just discovered natural rubber, and that’s exactly what I need. Give me all you have.” I slapped a gold coin down on the shelf.

His eyes bulged upon seeing that. “Right away sir, Of course sir. Let me just, um,” he mumbled as he looked for something to put them in.

“I’ll just take the whole thing,” I said, grabbing the entire wicker basket filled with the rubber balls. They were roughly the size of my fist and made from solid rubber. I grabbed one and squeezed it. Soft, but not too soft. Perfect.

“Thanks!” I said as I left. I whistled a nameless tune to myself as I strode away from the market district. With a bit of luck, this was exactly what I needed to improve upon the horrible ride quality of the wagon. Our trip to Holmar just got a lot better.
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Carrying the basket was a touch awkward but at least it wasn’t a heavy load. I hurried through the streets, my mind racing at the possibilities.

Back in my world, rubber in its most basic form had existed for thousands of years, so I should have expected that they would eventually discover it here. I silently thanked Zozella for the perfect timing. If the wainwrights could figure out a good way to utilize them, it would completely revolutionize wagon travel.

Anna had mentioned a surprise for me back in the temple, so I moved quickly, my long legs devouring the ground at a rapid pace. With my height I moved much faster than the goblins did.

The temple came into view and I hurried up the steps, taking them two at a time. I had several reasons to be excited.

“Good afternoon, Andrew,” Prazzi said as I walked in. Her hands rested on her stomach, and she turned to the side as I approached. From that angle I was able to see the slightest rounding of her belly through her robelike dress.

I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face. “I’m so happy for you,” I told her.

Prazzi laughed. “Well, you’re the one that did it. Do you need any help with that?” She gestured to the large wicker basket in my arms.

“No, but hold on,” I said, setting it on a nearby pew. It barely fit. I quickly pulled Prazzi into a tight hug and kissed the top of her head.

“I love you, Andrew,” she said quietly. “I can never thank you enough for this.”

“Don’t mention it,” I said with another kiss for the top of her blue head.

We parted ways and I picked up the basket again. I had to balance it in one arm to push the door open, but I managed.

After pushing the door open, I took a step inside and stopped. I was used to the room being brightly lit by two oil lamps, but instead several candles burned, washing everything in a low, warm light.

Cirro stood to my right, halfway between the door and the bed. She wore nothing but a robe made of the thinnest silk, and the front was completely open. Upon seeing me, she smiled and pulled the front of the robe open further, setting her breasts free. Her hands went to her stomach, gently rubbing it in a circle. I wasn’t entirely certain in the low light, but I thought I saw a faint swelling there.

“Hi, Andrew,” she said, taking a few steps towards me. She looked at the basket in my hands and cocked her head to the side. “What’s that?”

“Oh, nothing,” I said, and hurried to the far corner of the room to drop the basket. “I’ll deal with that later,” I said as I walked back towards her.

“I know I’ll have you every night when we travel to Holmar, but I wanted to spend some time with you now,” Cirro said. Her warm smile drew me in.

I stripped down as quickly as possible and rushed into her arms. She giggled as I nearly plowed her over.

“Someone’s excited,” she said.

“Damn right,” I replied. I held her tightly, feeling her body against mine as if love from her heart flowed directly into mine like water.

Of course, due to Zozella’s blessing and Ulenor’s potion, I got an erection almost immediately. That was no surprise, however I found myself startled by just how hard I was. It was like a piece of iron.

“Wow,” Cirro said, reaching down and grabbing onto me. “I see you’re ready to go,” she said with a laugh.

“Oh, come here,” I said, holding her tightly. I bent down and kissed her softly with my hands on either side of her face. I felt her smiling against my lips.

My hands traveled down to her stomach, and I definitely felt something. I broke our kiss and looked down. “You’re showing already?”

“It’s been about two months,” she said, looking at her tummy. “This is just the beginning. Hello, little baby,” she said, gently patting her stomach. “I love you, little Magnus or Cecilia.”

My heart swelled with love and adoration. I still remembered the moment Cirro first gave herself to me: we were traveling to York so I could start breeding there. She came to me at night, telling me she was ready and wanted to have my child. We made passionate love that night and slept in each other’s arms after.

“Oh, man,” I said, wiping my eyes that were suddenly damp. I didn’t think I could feel better than I did at that moment. Cirro smiled at my show of emotion and hugged me again.

“It’s starting to feel real,” she said. “I know we’ve had our share of fun and we’re planning all these big things, but sometimes when you’re living life one day at a time it’s hard to see the progress. I still feel like a little girl back in Holmar sometimes, watching my father work in the butcher shop.” Her nose wrinkled. “I never understood how he could do it. I always thought it was gross.”

“And now you’re here,” I said. “Here with me, with all of us. And things are going to be great.”

“I love you, Andrew,” she said, looking up at me.

“I love you too, Cirro,” I said as I bent down and kissed her.

It was impossible for me to kiss a woman that beautiful without my hands roaming a little. So, as our lips met, my hands slid down her sides, to her hips and eventually her butt. Now, Cirro had always been rather blessed in that area, but pregnancy had put a few pounds on her it seemed, and in all the right places.

“Wow,” I said, giving her butt a squeeze. “That thing is impressive.”

“I know, right?” she said with a laugh as she shook her hips. “And these things are getting so big I don’t know what to do with them.” She pulled open her robe and let it fall to the floor, revealing her large, round breasts. They were visibly larger than I remembered.

“No complaints here,” I said, and bent down to kiss my way down her neck.

She closed her eyes and sighed happily as my lips trailed down her shoulder, down her chest, and finally to her large breasts. Her fingers tangled in my hair as I kissed and sucked on her breasts, and her nipples hardened at my touch.

My hands went down to her bottom and I stood up straight, lifting her with me and keeping her breasts in my face. Cirro laughed and threw her arms around me, smothering me with her huge breasts. I couldn’t see a thing, so she guided me as I walked towards the bed, laughing the entire time.

As gently as possible, I laid her down on the bed, on her back. She immediately spread her luscious thighs and reached out for me. I crawled on top of her, kissing my way up to her beautiful face. Our tongues twirled and pressed against each other and she held my face close to hers.

I knew she wanted me inside her, but I wanted to ensure she got off as well. I slowly kissed, licked, and nibbled my way down her body, pausing for a moment at each impressive breast. Her stomach quivered as I kissed just below her belly button and continued south.

Cirro writhed on the bed, her hands pulling on the sheets and her legs wrapping around me as I kissed my way down to her sweet, sweet pussy. My tongue gently trailed around the hood of her clitoris before tracing down her labia. I didn’t have the longest tongue, but I pushed it inside her opening, swirling it a bit and savoring her sweet taste.

Flattening my tongue, I ran it from her taint all the way to her clitoris and back a few times, really warming her up. Cirro was on fire, and one of her hands reached down for me and she tangled her fingers in my hair. She gently pulled me against her and I licked my way up to her clitoris, the orgasm button itself.

I licked at it a few times, gently at first, then began rubbing my tongue sideways across it. That was the best trick I had learned in my years, and I learned it from this one bisexual chick I briefly dated. The way she worded it made perfect sense: if you want to get a woman off, just copy what she does when she masturbates. And contrary to what porn videos show you, they don’t ram foot-long dildos in and out of themselves when they want to get off. They rub their clitoris, usually side-to-side or in circles. Simple and effective.

I focused all my attention on her love button, rubbing it vigorously with my tongue. Since I was hanging halfway off the bed, I had the room to move my arms around a bit. I brought my right hand up, right beneath my chin, and inserted a finger into her. She was soaking wet, which made it easy. I only pushed my finger in a couple inches, then pressed up, right on her g spot.

Cirro went dead silent when I did that, and held herself still for a moment. I always knew I hit the jackpot when she did that. She was so focused on the pleasure she was receiving, she practically forgot to breathe.

Her stomach trembled and I knew she was almost there. I pushed my finger in and out a few times before gently rubbing the top of her love canal in a “come here” motion. My tongue continued its side-to-side massage.

Cirro took several gasping breaths. I used my free arm to get a firm grip on her hip and hold her in place, as she had a tendency to buck when she orgasmed.

She let out a loud moan as she finally reached the finish line, working her hips back and forth. I did my best to hold her in place and kept licking. Most women were capable of multiple orgasms in this manner, although it often wore them out. Her moans rose an octave and her entire body quivered and shook. I reached up and pinched one of her nipples between my thumb and forefinger and kept licking her until she came a third time.

“Andrew,” she said breathlessly. “Oh my—please, by the gods.” She stuttered a few half sentences as I straightened up, still with a finger inside her. I gently worked it in and out, rubbing her upper wall.

I hurried over to my washstand and washed her juices from my face. I didn’t mind and I was pretty sure she didn’t either, but it just felt like the right thing to do.

When I ran back to the bed, her thighs were still spread but she had pushed herself up to her elbows. Her eyes practically pleaded with me.

“Get inside me,” she said as soon as I came close. She reached a hand out towards me.

I had been rock-hard the entire time, and I could feel that both Ulenor’s potion and Zozella’s blessing were kicking in. I felt like I could drill a hole through a brick wall with my erection. I reached forwards and grabbed her by the hips and pulled her to the edge of the bed. That put me at the perfect angle to enter her.

I took hold of my shaft and guided it into her. She was soaking wet, so I was sheathed to the hilt in a matter of seconds. Cirro closed her eyes and made happy noises as I pushed myself all the way inside her.

“I needed that,” she said. “Come here.”

She reached for me and I bent over, kissing her softly as I slowly pushed my cock in and out of her. I didn’t go fast, but I gave her full-length strokes, enjoying the feeling of her body against mine. Her tongue pushed into my mouth and I pushed back, holding her face against mine with a hand.

Cirro reached down and grabbed my hips and started pulling on me so I knew she was ready for more. I picked up the pace and she smiled against my lips as I thrust more aggressively into her. My hands went down her sides and latched onto her hips.

“Let’s move,” she said suddenly, pulling away.

That position had been slightly limiting, so I was fine with that. Cirro immediately flipped over and got on all fours, putting her ass directly in my face as she crawled across the bed. I leaned forwards and placed a kiss right on one of her perfect ass cheeks.

I followed her onto the bed, as eager as ever. She flopped onto her back and spread her legs, then put them back down.

“No, you lay down,” she said, pointing at the bed.

I laid back, propping my head up with a couple pillows. Cirro knew what I liked. She moved up next to me.

She took hold of my cock with her small hand and began sucking on the tip. I reached out and caressed her arm, the closest part of her I could touch, and she took me deeper and deeper into her mouth. She could have finished me off that way, and the sly look she gave me said she knew it.

After a moment, she finally pulled me from her mouth. She met my eyes, giving me her adorable lopsided grin.

“I could do that all day, you know,” she said as she stroked her hand up and down my shaft.

“I would be fine with that,” I said with a laugh.

She gave me another full-length stroke, then threw a leg across my hips. After lining me up with her wet opening, she sank down on it an inch at a time. Her eyes closed as she just enjoyed the feeling of me filling her up completely.

I was half expecting her to start riding me hard and fast, as she often did, but instead she leaned forwards and kissed me softly.

“Make love to me,” she whispered.

I bent my knees to help support her, then wrapped my arms around her. The feeling of her tiny, voluptuous body in my arms was intoxicating. With one arm, I held her tightly to my chest as we kissed. My other arm moved down to that incredible bottom of hers and I grabbed onto it and squeezed as I began moving my hips, thrusting in and out of her.

Cirro moaned softly against my lips and brought her hands up. She took hold of my face gently in her small hands as we kissed. I focused on squeezing her round bottom and we both smiled mid-kiss.

“I like it when you do that,” she said against my lips.

I gave her bottom another firm squeeze and used it as a handle to work her hips up and down as I penetrated her deeply. She moved with me, riding me and kissing me.

Cirro felt my body tense up and she immediately moved her hips up and down fast and hard. She held my face to hers, kissing me and moaning with me, and I blew like a volcano. I came hard, squirting my seed deep inside her again and again. It was the most intense orgasm I had ever experienced, and it just seemed to keep coming.

“Wow,” Cirro said, looking down when I had finally finished.

I was still fully buried inside her but cum leaked out around the base of my cock. I had never came that much before. I didn’t realize my body even had the ability to do that.

Cirro gyrated her hips in small circles with me still inside her, and laid her head on me, nuzzling against my jaw.

“I love you so much, Andrew,” she said quietly. “Thank you for everything. Thank you for taking care of me.”

I held her tightly and closed my eyes, just experiencing her for a moment. She was so precious in every way. “I love you too, Cirro,” I said.

We stayed that way for a while, not saying anything, just enjoying each other. It was a wonderful way to spend the afternoon.

“I suppose I should let you continue your day,” Cirro said, twisting her head up to kiss my chin. “Not that I want to let you go.” She worked her hips slightly and giggled.

“The feeling is mutual,” I said, kissing her on the forehead.

“But, we both know you have work to do,” she said, lifting her hips off of me. A wad of cum immediately ran down and splattered on my lower stomach. We both laughed.

“Looks like the next week is going to be interesting,” I said. I already felt like I could go again.

Cirro gave me a sultry look, then kissed me. “I don’t mind,” she said, then kissed down to my stomach. She licked the cum off of me and swallowed it. “I love how you taste.”

“Ugh, do you have to go?” I asked, reaching out and grabbing her. She yelped as I yanked her to me and held her tightly.

“I’m sorry honey, but you know you have important things to do.” Cirro straightened up again, and squeezed her breasts with both hands. “Maybe if you’re a good boy we can do this again tonight.”

I laughed as I crawled off the bed. I had the best wives ever.

We both went to the washstand to clean up, and then held each other for a few minutes. I could never get enough of Cirro’s hugs, especially with the extra pregnancy weight. She pulled her dress back on, grumbling with the effort of squeezing her massive breasts into it.

I watched her, my eyes drinking in every beautiful line of her figure. She really was an incredible woman. She saw me watching her and smiled, then shook her bottom at me and slapped a hand on it.

“Careful there, or I’ll do something with that,” I said, pointing at her rear end.

“Is that a threat or a promise?” Cirro responded with a wink.

She went to the door and pulled it open, then stopped for a moment. She leaned against the door, giving me a side view of her incredible figure.

“Oh, by the way,” Cirro said. “Prazzi was the first woman you got pregnant. She’ll probably give birth to your first child. I know she’s not one of us, but that’s important. You should thank her in the same way. She deserves it, especially with how well she takes care of us.” Cirro looked through the open doorway for a moment, then back at me. “Besides, she’s adorable.” She winked at me, then left.
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Ithought on Cirro’s words as I finished cleaning up. Prazzi was special, and I wanted to ensure she knew it. All of these women were special, but she was my first. My first goblin woman. I chuckled.

A gentle knock came at the door and I turned. I was still naked, but that didn’t really matter. At this point, I felt like more people had seen me naked than not.

“Come in,” I said.

The door opened a foot and Prazzi stuck her head in. When she saw me standing there naked, her eyes went down to my crotch and she smiled.

“I was just going to see if you were ready for some work this afternoon,” she said, her eyes still focused on my body.

I slowly walked towards her, then pulled the door open further. Over her shoulder I saw a group of women seated on the pews in the temple. Their tall, muscular bodies clued me in that it was more of Zozella’s Daughters. Looks like I was in for a wild afternoon.

“Come here,” I said, gently pulling Prazzi to me.

“Okay,” she said, and stepped into the room. She noticed the candles burning and smiled. “Special occasion?”

“Every day here is a special occasion,” I said as I pulled her into a tight embrace.

Prazzi closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around me. She took a deep breath and sighed happily.

I reached down and took Prazzi’s perfect face in my hands and angled it up to mine. “You have my first child,” I told her softly. “Nothing can ever change that. You will always be precious to me. If you ever need any help with anything, let me know and I’ll be there.” I bent down and kissed her, a soft kiss of love and appreciation.

“Thank you, Andrew,” she said, looking up into my eyes. “It’s a shame we can’t make a thousand copies of you so we all get one. But I’m just glad I get to spend some time with you.”

Holding a beautiful woman in my arms led to a predictable reaction in my body. My soft penis became engorged with blood and was soon poking Prazzi in the stomach.

“Sorry about that,” I said, moving slightly to the side. I was trying to show her love, not lust. Although she was a gorgeous woman, so I wouldn’t mind a bit of the latter, especially since Cirro had just encouraged me to do it.

Prazzi laughed as she reached down and wrapped her tiny fingers around my cock. She looked up at me as she began stroking me. “Andrew, the only thing you need to apologize for is not giving me more rides on this thing.”

I looked down at her and grinned. “I have a proposition for you, then.” I looked over her shoulder, through the open door. There had to be at least twenty women out there, each one expecting to get me off. “Cirro told me I should thank you, anyways. So, bring me two things and you’ve got yourself a deal. First and foremost, a pitcher of tea. I’ve got to stay hydrated through all this. And second, bring me Trina, the seamstress. You do that and you’ll get your ride.”

Prazzi smiled and went onto her toes so she could kiss me. “That’s a fair bargain, Andrew. I’ll bring you the tea now. Trina is a busy woman and will probably stop by tomorrow, but I’ll make sure she comes.”

“So will I,” I said, stifling a laugh.

Prazzi kissed me again. “Thank you,” she said. She pulled away from me and slowly unlaced her robelike dress, exposing her nude form. She turned to one side and then the next, giving me a view of her slender figure. With a wink, she pulled it closed and tied it. “Just making sure I get you ready for these other women.”

I laughed at that, and reached down and slapped her on the ass. She yelped and blushed.

“Cirro is rubbing off on you,” Prazzi said with a laugh. She leaned forwards and kissed me again, then walked through the door. “Alright, ladies,” Prazzi said to the women outside. “He’s ready for you.”

I pulled the door all the way open and a stream of women walked in. Their clothing varied; some wore those robelike dresses I was getting used to, a few wore more traditional dresses, and two women even wore snug-fitting breeches, like Thilli. It appeared she was starting a trend.

The one thing I immediately noticed was their height. As with the last time I had seen women calling themselves Zozella’s Daughters, these goblin women were all tall. Their muscular arms and slender figures showed they were fit, as well. Their eyes and hair were in every color of the rainbow. As they walked in, they noticed me standing there, naked and erect, and grew predatory looks on their faces.

“I will go first,” one of the women said, stepping up to me. “We agreed on this while waiting for you.” Her hair was dark violet in color, nearly black, and her eyes a shade of copper-orange. She turned in front of me and pulled her hair to one side, exposing a line of small buttons up the back of her gray dress.

“He’s ready for you, Sharee,” one of the other women said with a laugh.

The woman in front of me—Sharee—looked at me over her shoulder. “We’ll see about that,” she said with a mischievous grin.

I finally finished with her buttons—damn things were annoying, I’ll be honest—and gently slid my hands beneath the fabric of her dress, I moved my hands to her shoulders and pushed the dress down, and Sharee turned.

She slowly pushed the dress down, gyrating her hips in a circle as she did so. Her breasts were small, as one would expect on such a fit woman, and her stomach flat as a board. As her dress went lower, it exposed a round, muscular bottom and a thick, strong pair of thighs. She noticed me staring hungrily and smiled.

“You like what you see?” she asked, raising an eyebrow as she looked up at me.

“Of course I do,” I said. “You’re all as beautiful as can be. Now, come here.” I reached out and grabbed her by the waist.

Her tough facade shattered and she laughed as I picked her up effortlessly and held her to me. Her breasts were right at face-level, so I kissed and sucked on her nipples as I carried her to the bed. Her arms wrapped around me, holding my head close to her, and she giggled.

I laid her gently on the bed and she smiled up at me. “Do you think you can handle me?” she asked, beckoning me with a finger.

“No,” I said. “And honestly, I’m looking forward to that.”

Caught off guard, she laughed. “Well, come here then.”

I practically fell on top of her, kissing her hard stomach and small breasts. She licked her fingers and wiped them on her pussy, then reached out and grabbed onto my member and guided it inside her.

The women of Zozella’s Daughters prided themselves on their strength, which they liked to show by getting me off as quickly as possible. The moment I entered Sharee this became apparent. She flexed her pelvic floor muscles, squeezing me with surprising strength as I thrust in and out of her.

I laughed and rolled over. “Here, get on top of me,” I said, pushing myself back against a few pillows. I had to last through nearly two dozen women, so I decided to take it easy and let them do the work.

Sharee smiled as she crawled over me. She reached between her muscular thighs and grabbed onto my erection, then rubbed it against herself while giving me a sultry look. Gripping the base firmly in her hand, she sank down on it, taking my full length with a soft moan.

“That feels wonderful,” she said, her eyes closed as she sat on my lap. She worked her hips fore and aft a bit, feeling me inside her.

I let my hands slide down her waist and grabbed onto her hips, then began thrusting up into her soaking wet pussy. Sharee straightened so she was sitting upright on me, riding me slowly. Just as we began doing that, the door opened and Prazzi walked in. She held a pitcher in one hand and two small cups in the other.

I made eye contact with Prazzi right as I pushed my hips up, penetrating Sharee with my full length. Prazzi set the pitcher and cups down on a table, greeted a few of the women with smiles, and walked right over to the bed.

She stood at the foot of the bed for a moment, watching as I thrust upwards into Sharee, who still hadn’t noticed. After that, she came around to the side of the bed, still openly watching.

“I brought you tea, Andrew,” Prazzi said with a smile.

Sharee yelped and turned to Prazzi.

“By the gods, Prazzi, don’t scare a woman like that, especially when she’s being impaled,” Sharee said.

Prazzi laughed and reached out, placing a hand on Sharee’s shoulder. “Oh, you’re fine, honey,” she said. She then crawled onto the bed, surprising both of us, and kissed me softly while I continued thrusting into Sharee.

“I love you, Andrew,” Prazzi said, looking into my eyes. “Always.”

I reached out and slid a hand around the back of her head, holding her lips to mine. “I love you too, Prazzi,” I said.

She kissed me on the forehead, then crawled off the bed and left. Sharee stopped riding me and looked at me strangely, crossing her arms.

“What?” I asked.

“Why don’t you treat me like that?” she asked.

I laughed and pulled Sharee down onto my chest. Taking her face in both hands, I kissed her softly while gently pumping my cock in and out of her.

“That’s what I want all of you to understand,” I told her softly as I kissed her again. “I do love you, Sharee. Every single one of you ladies are beautiful and precious to me. After all, we’re family, now. How could I not love you?”

“Oh, Andrew,” she said, kissing me again. “You’re a sweet guy, you know that?”

I kissed her, then slid my hands onto her hips. They were firm and round, as was her bubble butt. I grabbed it and gave her a few deep thrusts.

“Alright, Sharee,” I said with a grin. “Now, show me what you’ve got.”
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Exhaustion like I had never before felt left me little more than a sweaty mess on the bed. I lay on my back with my arms and legs out, almost comically sprawled on the sheets.

The last of the women—a stocky brunette named Prozia that looked like she could have bench pressed me—had taken her time, sitting sideways on my cock and riding me slowly. It was actually quite nice, but then she started slamming her ass up and down on me and it was only a matter of minutes before I blew inside her. We held each other for a minute, then she got up and fetched me a glass of tea before leaving.

I downed the room temperature tea in a single gulp, then crossed the room on shaky legs to set the cup down. I smelled like a whorehouse and was covered in cum, saliva, and pussy juice.

It was awesome. Not gonna lie.

A few minutes after the last woman left, Prazzi stuck her head into my room and looked around. She saw me stumbling around and laughed.

“I’m going to assume you would like a bath,” she said.

“And you would be correct in that assumption,” I said with an exhausted smile.

It only took a few minutes for an army of servants to rush into the room and pour me a hot bath. Being the angel that she was, Prazzi also had some servants change the bedsheets. One of them, a young woman with pink hair, winked at me in a suggestive manner and flashed her bottom at me when no one was looking. Talk about service with a smile.

I took a washcloth and did my best to clean everything off, then stepped into the tub with a sigh. Finally, some time to relax, with just me and my thoughts.

The women of Zozella’s Daughters were a real treat. They were, of course, gorgeous like the rest, and I was totally into fit women so that was a plus. They took themselves a bit seriously at times, but it was rather nice to have them work so hard to get me off as quickly as possible. First off, it felt amazing, no matter how they did it, and second, it saved me time and energy, two things that I was rather short on considering how many women they wanted me to impregnate.

To be honest, the fun was starting to recede a bit. Sure, sleeping with hundreds of gorgeous women was awesome. There was no denying that. But having to do it so many times in a day was just plain exhausting, and starting to feel more like a job than fun. I had to think of a way to spice things up.

The door opened and Prazzi entered. She gave me a warm smile as she crossed the room with a small tray in hand. A large bunch of grapes filled the platter, and she twisted one off as she approached me.

“I want to make sure you’re getting enough to eat and drink,” she said, popping the grape into my mouth. “You’re spending a lot of your time in here, and I know how men are. You’ll get lost in what you’re doing and forget to eat or drink anything.” She stuffed another grape in my mouth. “That was a lot of women. How are you holding up?”

“Well, I made it through day one,” I said with a grin.

“Your wives have asked me to take especially good care of you through all this,” she said to me, feeding me another grape. “They know it’s a lot of work. I told them I’d do my best.” Her sudden smile said she had a few things in mind when it came to taking care of me.

“Yeah, Cirro told me how I should show you my appreciation,” I said, chuckling as Prazzi blushed.

“Can I be honest with you?” she asked.

“Of course,” I said, opening my mouth for another grape.

“I really like you, Andrew. I think it would be accurate to say I even love you a bit. You’re such a special part of my life, and the savior of my people. But….” She pursed her lips as she tried to think of the words. “I really don’t think I could ever see myself with you. Don’t get me wrong, I think you’re wonderful. I think I’m just a bit too old-fashioned, though. I would struggle with our differences. Besides, you’re huge! I’d be afraid you would roll over in bed and crush me in the middle of the night.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at her words, although a part of me felt some relief. For a moment I was wondering if she had been about to ask to join our family.

“Come here, Prazzi,” I said. She leaned closer and I gave her a soft, gentle kiss. “You’re about as wonderful as a woman can be,” I told her. “We’ve made some wonderful memories together, and that’s something that is very precious to me. But it’s okay that we’re not compatible. Not everyone is. Whatever man you end up with, he’ll be a lucky guy indeed.”

Prazzi beamed a smile at me. “You still owe me a ride,” she said with a wink. “Tomorrow, when you have your strength back.” She popped the last grape in my mouth and stood. Somehow during all that, she had managed to unlace the front of her robe dress, so it hung open now, giving me a view of her round breasts, smooth stomach, and hairless pussy. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Andrew,” she said with a smile.

I watched her hips sway as she left the room, then sank down into the tub until the water was up to my chin. What a day.

Once I was done soaking, I got up and dried myself off with a fresh towel. It dawned on me that for all my dislike of having servants, I was getting used to them. I would have to hire one or two once we moved into our new house.

I went back to the bed and flopped down on my back, sinking into the soft mattress a few inches. Tiredness overwhelmed me and I fell asleep within seconds.

Sometime later, probably an hour or so, my wives came into the room. I was a light sleeper, so I woke at the sound of the door opening, but I didn’t move. I stayed there on the bed as they each cleaned up and had a light dinner, all the while chatting about their day.

When they came to the bed they were quiet and careful not to wake me. I smiled at their sweetness.

“Wait a minute, he’s not asleep,” Cirro said, poking me in the ribs with a finger.

“Ah!” I said. “Hey, watch it there. I’m just tired, that’s all. It’s been a long day and I can barely move.”

I felt the sheets slide down my body and hands roam across my skin. My cock was suddenly inside something warm and wet, and I immediately recognized it as Thilli’s mouth. Even after so many women that day, I began to rise.

“Looks like at least one part of you can still move,” Thilli said before shoving me back into her mouth.

“Oh, let me have some,” Anna said, crawling next to her.

The two beauties took turns sucking on me while Cirro and Lossia cuddled up next to me and gave me the king’s treatment. They kissed me softly while rubbing my scalp and holding me close. The best part was being squashed between their breasts.

I refused to open my eyes. Whatever my wives wanted to do, I was down for, but I was simply too tired to put much effort into it.

I’ll admit that I let out a sound that was dangerously close to a giggle as I suddenly felt a small hand grab hold of me while a warm, wet pussy slid down and engulfed me. With my eyes closed, I struggled to tell who it was. Thilli’s legs were a tad softer and thicker than Anna’s, so I assumed it was her. I kept my eyes closed and smiled.

My guess had been correct. Whoever was riding me worked her hips hard and fast for a while. Anna suddenly spoke up.

“Move over, beautiful. It’s my turn.”

She lowered herself on me, taking every inch, and picked up where Thilli left off. She rode me hard and fast, slamming her hips up and down like a sprinter eager for the finish line.

Even in my exhausted state I couldn’t help breathing heavily and calling out as I came. It was an incredible sensation, to cum that hard so many times in one day. Not only with nearly two dozen beautiful women, but with the women I was planning on marrying.

Still groggy, I moved my hands to Anna’s hips and held her on me as I squirted the last of my seed into her.

“You still drinking Thilli’s tea?” I asked.

Anna leaned down, pressing her firm body against mine. “No,” she whispered in my ear. “Not for several weeks now.”

I smiled and wrapped my arms around her. Both Cirro and Thilli were pregnant, and now Anna would be as well. Creating my own tribe, my own clan was a hell of a feeling. Impregnating these beauties was the most satisfying thing I had ever felt in my life.

I squeezed Anna tightly to my chest. “I love you,” I whispered against the top of her head.

“You have a lot of names to help think of,” Cirro said from beside me, grinning as she traced a finger along my shoulder. “You had better get working on that.”
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Islept so deeply that night my wives probably wondered if I had fallen into a coma. Of course, in this day and age they wouldn’t know what a coma was, but my point still stood.

I woke up a good hour later than usual, feeling completely refreshed. Well, almost. My head was clear and my body generally lacked any aches and pains. In fact, most of my body felt better than ever, as if I had spent the previous day in a spa getting massages and skin treatments.

My balls, however, were a different story.

The moment I woke I immediately realized something felt…different. I looked down, but of course I had a tendency to sleep in a pile of beautiful women.

“Mmm, good morning,” Lossia whispered as my movement roused her. She reached a hand across my chest and gently caressed it.

“It feels nice to sleep in,” Thilli said on my other side. One of her breasts was on my arm. She leaned forwards and kissed my temple, then stretched her hand down and gently traced her fingers through Anna’s blue hair.

Anna had a habit of sleeping further down on the bed so she could set her pillow against my hip or thigh. It tended to pin me in place, but I didn’t mind because she often woke up horny and that put her in a prime position for a morning of fun.

Anna smiled as Thilli touched her. She stretched like a cat, arching her back, then ran her hand along my thigh. “Good morning, Andrew,” she said. Her hand slipped beneath the sheet and went right to my johnson. She stopped and suddenly jerked her head upright.

“What the,” she said, and pulled the sheet back.

“Hmm, what?” Cirro said, finally waking.

“Oh, wow,” Anna said, looking down at my crotch.

Lossia leaned forwards and I was finally able to move. I laughed when I saw what was going on.

“Exactly what kind of blessing did our goddess give you?” Anna asked, tracing a finger along my flaccid penis. At her touch, it began to rise.

“Oof, they’re sore,” I said, sitting up.

My balls were almost comically enormous. Easily two or three times the size they normally were, it was like having a softball between my legs. And they ached. I could tell I needed to relieve some pressure.

Lossia was still leaning against me, smothering my arm with her breasts. My cock sprang to life in Anna’s hands and I leaned over and began kissing Lossia’s breasts. Seeing the action, Anna bent down and took me into her mouth, slurping loudly.

“Hold on, now,” Thilli said, gently lifting Anna’s head. “I don’t want to interrupt any fun, but he needs to save all that for the rest of the women.” She gave me a stern look. “You need to impregnate as many women as possible, Andrew.”

“Well, shit,” I said, lying back on the bed. She was right, of course. That didn’t stop the ache in my balls and the absolute raging hard-on I had at the moment. Anna giggled and bent down, placing a wet kiss right on the tip of my dick. I wanted to explode.

“Speaking of which, we’re all running late today thanks to mister sleepy head here,” Thilli said, reaching out and ruffling my hair.

“I don’t see anyone complaining about the extra sleep,” I said wryly.

Thilli winked at me, then crawled down the bed. She held my eye as she took hold of my cock and put it in her mouth, taking it almost all the way to the hilt. “I have to make sure you’re ready for today,” She said. She sucked on it a second time and laughed.

“Ugh, you’re killing me,” I said.

Lossia stirred next to me. “Oh, don’t tease him so much, Thilli,” she said as she slipped out from beneath the sheets. She got on all fours, putting her ass mere inches from my face, and crawled off the bed.

“You girls are cruel,” Cirro said with a laugh. She arched her back as she stretched on the bed and my eyes drank in her delicious curves.

“Man, I need a cold shower,” I said as I made my way off the bed.

My wives seemed determined to tease me that morning. Thilli caught my eye as she lifted one foot and put it on the edge of the bathtub, then winked as she bent over. Cirro kept “accidentally” bumping into me and rubbing her massive breasts on my arm. At one point, Lossia pretended to drop something and bent over right in front of me.

“Oh!” Lossia said as she straightened and turned to face me. “I’m sorry, Andrew, I didn’t see you there.” She tried to hold back her laughter, and failed.

I stood there with my arms crossed, frowning down at her as she laughed.

“Now Lossia, that’s not very nice,” Anna said, approaching the curvaceous woman. “Andrew is having a hard time and you shouldn’t tease him. You deserve to be spanked for that. Turn around.”

Lossia stuck out her bottom lip and turned back around. She spread her feet and bent over slightly, pushing her ass out towards me. Anna held her by the hips and slapped her palm on each of Lossia’s round ass cheeks twice.

“You definitely deserve to be punished for that,” Anna said, letting her fingers trail down to Lossia’s pussy. “Very naughty,” Anna said, holding my gaze while slipping a finger inside Lossia.

“Oh, come on,” I said, throwing my hands in the air.

Lossia and Anna laughed and held each other tightly for a moment. They kissed, then Anna went over to her wardrobe to select her clothes for the day.

“It is a bit late, though,” she said as she pulled a pale pink blouse on.

“I’ll handle the soldiers again today, Andrew,” Thilli said as she stepped out of the tub. She dried herself off, then went to her wardrobe as well. My eyes stayed glued to her round backside that undulated with each step.

“Can you stop by the house today?” Lossia asked as she began lacing up the front of her dress.

“Yeah, absolutely,” I said. “I mean, I won’t be spending the entire day in here.”

“That’s what you think,” Thilli said as she pulled on her snug-fitting breeches. I looked over at her and she winked at me. “Don’t worry, Andrew. The soldiers perform well when I’m there. I just stand in place and frown at them and they move twice as fast.”

I laughed as I made my way over to the washstand. “Good. I’m glad they’re in good hands.”

“Take a nap before you come to the building site if you need to, Andrew,” Lossia said. She pulled her hair behind her head with both hands and tied it with a dark ribbon. “Installing all the timbers and trusses isn’t as tiring as moving all that stone, but it’s still not easy. I’ll be using all your strength again.”

“I’m just excited to see the place,” I told her.

Our room was a bustle of activity after that as everyone took turns washing up and getting dressed. Thilli was decked out in almost all black, as she had been lately. Honestly, it was a great look for her. Both Lossia and Cirro wore matching dresses, snug-fitting and high-necked in shades of dark blue. They laughed and held hands. Anna sported the teacher look, as she did every day, with her skirt, blouse, and glasses.

Thick cloaks went over shoulders and then the women were kissing me on their way out. It was a morning ritual that I rather enjoyed, kissing and holding each one of them in turn. Nevermind that I was still naked and erect and they were fully clothed. I just loved kissing my wives.

When they finally left I took a moment to myself. Today was going to be a busy day, to put it mildly. The combination of Zozella’s blessing and Ulenor’s potion was bordering on ridiculous. I looked down at my softball-sized scrotum and wondered just how much sperm was in there. I suppose I would find out, and soon.

As I was finishing cleaning myself at the washstand, I heard a knock at the door.

“Come in,” I said, although I suspected I knew who it was.

“Finally awake?” Prazzi said as she entered. She held a small tray of food in one hand and a pitcher in the other. Her robelike dress hung open in the front, giving me a view of the inner curves of her breasts, her soft stomach, and her hairless pussy. “I thought you might want something to eat,” she said.

My eyes focused on her nether regions. “You thought correctly. I definitely see something I could eat.”

Prazzi laughed and set the tray down on a nearby table. She poured a cup of tea and handed it to me. “Here, at least drink this first. As you said, you need to make sure you don’t dry up.”

I took the cup and held it in both hands, letting the warmth seep into my skin. It wasn’t overly hot, which made me smile. Prazzi had even gotten the temperature just right. Too hot and I wouldn’t be able to drink it. I downed the tea and handed her the cup, which she set on a table.

“How are you doing today?” Prazzi asked, gently pushing her dress off her shoulders. It fell to the floor, revealing her nude form.

“See for yourself,” I said, pointing down at my crotch.

Prazzi’s eyes lowered and she laughed. “I see someone needs some release.” She took a step towards me and held out a hand. “I’m glad I can help you with that.”

I took her hand in mine and kissed the back of her fingers, then pulled her to me. We held each other for a moment, kissing softly and gently. Her arms wrapped around my lower back, and after a few seconds one hand slid around to my front.

“Wow, I didn’t realize it could get this hard,” she said, gently stroking me. “Go easy on me, okay?”

“I’ll do my best,” I said, taking her by the hand and leading her to the bed.

Prazzi was a small woman and I didn't want to hurt her. I wanted to show her all the love and affection I could, as well as appreciation. She carried my first child, after all.

She laid on her back and pulled her thighs wide, and I entered her. Our bodies came together in a moment of passion and we kissed and held each other tightly. I kept my pace slow and focused on holding her close to me.

After a few minutes we rolled onto our sides. She turned and pressed her ass against me, and I reached down and slipped my cock back inside her pussy. I held her close, her back against my chest, and kissed my way along the back of her neck as I thrust into her. She moved with me, pushing her ass against me each time.

I placed one hand on her lower stomach, right where it was starting to swell. My child was in there. She looked back over her shoulder and I kissed her right as I came. My body tightened and my muscles clenched as I squirted my seed deep inside her again and again. It seemed to have no end. The size of the load I blasted into her was absolutely ridiculous.

“Wow, Andrew,” she said breathlessly as I finally finished. She raised her slender thigh and looked down. Cum leaked from her pussy and covered her leg.

“Holy shit,” I said, panting. That was the hardest I had ever came, and the sheer amount was just insane. It was an intensely pleasurable sensation, and left me thoroughly exhausted.

“What a mess,” Prazzi said with a laugh. She moved forwards, pulling herself off me, and more cum leaked out. As she moved to the edge of the bed, she laughed again. Cum leaked out of her with each step that she took across the room.

As for me, I just laid there, catching my breath. Holy shit, what an orgasm.

“What do you have planned for today?” Prazzi asked as she took a washrag and wiped herself down.

“A few things,” I said, slowly pushing myself to my feet. In the future, I needed to make sure someone drained me first thing in the morning. My balls were still swollen, although at least they were a tad smaller. Anna would probably leap at the opportunity. “I have to plan for my trip to Holmar, and I need to help Lossia and Cirro build our house. Otherwise, I think my day will be spent here.”

Prazzi pulled her dress back onto her shoulders and began tying the laces at the front. “Well, I hope it all goes well for you.” She gave me a beautiful smile. “Remember the second part of our agreement? She should be here any minute.”
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Ilaughed as Prazzi left the room. I felt almost in a daze, since my body seemed to be prioritizing pumping my entire supply of blood into my cock instead of my brain. To be fair, I would need it to get through the next week.

With another chuckle, I walked across the room and went to the washstand. I grabbed a clean washrag and wiped myself off, then splashed some cool water on my face.

“Talk about starting the morning off with a bang,” I said to myself. At least my erection had finally gone down.

Another knock came at the door and I took a deep breath to steady myself. “Come in,” I said, and turned.

The door opened and Trina stepped in. I was used to her wearing pants and a shirt, work clothes, but today she wore a tight-fitting pale blue dress. The neckline was low enough that I was surprised her massive breasts didn’t just fall out.

“Well, I was going to ask what you needed me for, but I suppose that makes it obvious,” Trina said, noting my naked body. “Do you like my dress?”

She unclasped her cloak and tossed it on a nearby chair, then turned in a slow circle to give me a view. The cloth highlighted her narrow waist and the roundness of her curves gloriously. By the time she had turned in a full circle, I was already fully erect again. Trina noticed that and smiled.

“I see you like it.” She stood there with one hand on her hip, looking me up and down. “Also, I brought you something,” she said, holding a wrapped bundle beneath one arm. She tossed it onto the nearest chair. “It’s one of the cloaks you requested. I hope you’re ready for payment.”

I went to her, uncaring if I covered the front of her dress in precum. I took her face in my hands and bent down, kissing her passionately. Her arms tore at her dress, pulling the bottom hem up. We broke our embrace so she could pull the dress over her head. She threw her dress onto the floor and rushed back into my arms.

I was so grateful for my wives; they were the most incredible women I had ever met. I cherished them, but I also appreciated all these other goblin women I was fortunate enough to spend time with. They were all so special and precious to me. I felt like I was in the best possible situation a man could be in, and I was ever so grateful for it.

“Come on,” I said as I took her by the hand.

Together, we walked over to the bed. As soon as we got there I turned my full attention back to her. Her body somehow seemed even more incredible, both her breasts and bottom slightly larger than the last time I had seen her.

“Are you still thinking you’re going to get me pregnant?” she asked, cocking her hips to the side. She looked absolutely delicious when she did that.

“If you’re not already pregnant, then you aren’t leaving this room today until you are,” I said with a half-serious laugh.

“Oh, is that so?” she asked, raising a slender eyebrow. “I told you, I’m too old for that.” Her sudden grin was devilish. “I do enjoy trying, though.”

“Oh, we’ll do more than try,” I said as I let my hand slide down her neck and to her large breast.

“Are you…larger than normal or am I just seeing things?” Trina asked, looking down.

I reached down and touched my swollen sack. “Yeah, it’s full. Zozella blessed me again, and her blessings tend to have a certain effect. A rather exaggerated one at times.”

Trina stepped close and slid a hand behind my head, pulling me down into a deep kiss. “Well, I would love the opportunity to help you empty those massive balls of yours.”

Our tongues intertwined for a moment as I thought on her words. Trina had the most incredible figure, and was such a sensual woman. Furthermore, I was absolutely determined to get her pregnant.

“I’ll take you up on that,” I said, kissing her again. “That’s why you’re going to stay in here with me until I cum in every one of your holes.”

Her eyebrows rose at that. “Oh, is that so?” Her tone held a touch of mock surprise. Or perhaps she was just laughing at my lame attempt at dirty talk.

“Yes,” I said, pulling her onto the bed.

Our kissing and groping turned into me sucking on those massive breasts of hers and kissing my way down to her stomach, then finally to her hairless pussy. I needed to cum as well though, so I laid on my back and directed her to throw a thick thigh over my face. She leaned forward and took my cock into her mouth at the same time.

In this position she was essentially upside-down compared to what I was used to, so I fumbled a bit before I found her clitoris. Once I did, I latched onto it and massaged it with my tongue while my hands squeezed firmly on her round bottom.

Trina gripped my dick by the base and worked her lips up and down, sucking for all she was worth. I could tell by the way she sucked that she was eager for my cum. Her small hand squeezed and stroked me as she aggressively sucked on the head.

With both hands on her ass and her pussy covering my face, my view was about as awesome as you would expect. I slid one hand down and worked a finger into her, gently pushing it in and out as I lapped at her clit.

After a few minutes of that, her breathing changed and her body tensed up. I recognized that as a sign that she was almost there, so I redoubled my efforts, rubbing my tongue on her love button and working my finger in and out.

Trina called out my name as she orgasmed. Her body bucked and her already wet pussy became absolutely soaking. I kept licking and lapping at her delicious pussy, wanting her to get off as much as possible.

Seconds later, I felt myself reach the point of no return. A quiver ran through my body and it felt like a dam broke. I flooded her mouth with my semen, shooting stick globs against the back of her throat. She swallowed audibly several times as I kept pumping her mouth full.

“Are you trying to drown me?” she asked when I had finally finished. “I’ll bet that feels good to relieve some pressure on these things, though,” she said, gently caressing my testicles.

“Oh, you have no idea,” I said as she rolled off of me.

Trina laid there on her back, breathing hard and slicked with sweat. I got up and crossed the room while she rested. Her juices soaked my face and ran down my neck, so I went to the washstand to clean up. Some women didn’t mind that sort of thing, but I tried to be considerate.

I went back to the bed and found her lying there on her back, thighs spread. She smiled at me as I crawled onto the bed and moved close to her.

“You taste great, you know,” she said.

“So do you,” I told her as I bent down and kissed the inside of her thigh. Her body quivered beneath my touch.

“Does it ever surprise you that an old woman like me can keep up with you?” she asked.

I laughed. “You think you can keep up with me? Oh, you won’t even be able to walk when I’m done with you.”

“Is that so?” she asked, beckoning me closer.

Our bodies lined up perfectly as I slid between her legs. My cock pressed against her juicy wet opening and with a single thrust I entered her. Trina moaned and smiled at me as I laid on top of her. I let my hands roam, squeezing her massive breasts, running down her side and grabbing onto her hip, cupping her face while I kissed her. All the while I thrust in and out of her, full-length, fast strokes.

Trina’s arms wrapped around me and she pulled me close to her. We kissed deeply and I slowed down a bit, focusing on giving her my full length with each stroke. She closed her eyes and moaned softly as I picked up the pace.

I bent my neck down and sucked on those incredible breasts of hers as I started really pounding her pussy. Trina’s moans hit a staccato note each time my hips slammed into her. Her wails rose in intensity and pitch as I got closer and closer.

Finally, I came a second time. While smaller than the load I had fired down her throat, and much smaller than what I pumped into Prazzi, it was still a massive shot. My muscles clenched and I squirted eight, nine, ten times deep inside her. Trina’s face lit up and she held me close to her as she brought me to orgasm the second time.

“Mmm, I love that,” she said, leaning up and kissing me. “I like how loud and vocal you are when you cum.” She kissed me again.

I rolled off of her and onto my back, breathing hard. Trina immediately slid next to me and rested her head on my shoulder. I held her tightly against me, uncaring of the sweat that covered both of us.

“I could make love to you all day,” I said as my eyes went down to her massive breast resting on my arm.

“Don’t tempt me,” Trina said.

“Actually,” I said as my penis began to rise again. “Don’t tempt me.”

I took her by the arm and pulled her on top of me. Her eyes widened in surprise as she looked down and saw my growing erection.

“Already?” she asked.

I wiggled my eyebrows at her in response, and she laughed. Zozella’s latest blessing was really something else.

She reached between her thighs and grabbed onto my cock, lining it up with her. She was already soaking wet and filled with cum, so I slid in with ease.

“Oh, that is nice,” Trina said, her eyes closed as she sank down on me and adjusted her legs. “Everything’s extra sensitive right now.”

I bent my legs to cradle her, then reached down and grabbed onto her hips with both hands. Trina sighed happily as I began pushing my hips up, thrusting deep inside her. Her entire body shook and her breasts bounced with each thrust, especially as I began moving faster and faster. She leaned forwards, pressing those wonderful globes of flesh against my face, and I squeezed and licked and nibbled on them as I continued ramming my hips upwards.

Trina breathed hard and fast, sweat covering her brow. I squeezed her massive tits and used them to hold her in place, lying against me, as I thrust up and down like a piston into her. Her moans took on a heated note and she placed her hands on my chest for support.

We orgasmed together, that time. Trina shouted her pleasure to the walls, her body shaking as she worked her pussy up and down my full length. My hands went to her ass and I squeezed it hard as I squirted deep inside her.

Trina collapsed on top of me when we were done, covering me with her long salt-and-pepper hair. She covered my face with tender kisses and I wrapped my arms around her, just enjoying the way her soft, curvy body felt on top of mine. She wiggled her hips side to side with me still inside her, and giggled.

“Riding that thing is a lot of work,” she said with a laugh.

“Don’t worry,” I told her. “We’re not done yet.”

I gripped her tightly and rolled us over as one unit, so she was lying on her back with me on top of her. Her laugh was filled with delight and we kissed again as my cock began to grow inside her. It was fully erect in seconds, and I was once again thrusting in and out of her. I straightened up and slowed my pace. Cum was everywhere, running down her thighs and leaking out of her pussy onto her ass.

“Remember what I said earlier about a load in every hole?” I asked.

Trina looked up at me and raised an eyebrow.

I pulled out of her pussy and pressed the head of my cock against her tight little asshole.

“Oh, is that what we’re doing now?” Trina asked.

I grinned at her. “Yep. More cream pies than a pastry shop.”

The thick layer of pussy juice, saliva, and cum made for an excellent lube, and I began pushing inside her. Trina’s breath caught as the head of my dick entered her ass, and I held it there for a moment, letting her get used to the sensation. I pushed in a bit further, almost halfway, then began gently pushing in and out. I let a glob of spit fall onto my shaft to keep things nice and slippery, which was the key to enjoyable backdoor fun.

Trina moaned loudly, her eyes closed, everything forgotten except for the sensation of me in her ass. She reached down and grabbed onto my waist, pulling me into her, and I pushed a little bit more of my cock inside her with each thrust.

It didn’t take long for me to get all the way inside her magnificent ass. I pushed it in all the way to the hilt, until my balls rested against her. Trina’s moans grew in intensity as I began thrusting in and out of her ass, giving her my full length each time. As tight and beautifully round as her ass was, I knew I wouldn’t be able to last long. I bent over her, kissing her bountiful breasts while I continued moving my hips back and forth.

Trina’s arm slid between us and I straightened up, giving her a bit of space. She began rubbing her clitoris in small circles with one hand, and pinching her nipple with the other. Her eyes were closed, and her breaths came in short bursts. I kept moving back and forth, penetrating her ass deeply while trying my hardest not to blow so soon.

In her heightened state, it didn’t take long for Trina to orgasm again. Her body tensed and she suddenly shouted, then her asshole clamped down around my cock. That extra tightness was all it took, and suddenly I was blowing my load inside that delicious ass of hers. We moaned together, loud and long, probably sounding silly but uncaring in the moment. I was grateful for these enormous orgasms of mine, as it enabled me to experience cumming in her ass three or four times longer than normal.

“You know I can’t get pregnant that way,” Trina said.

“Really?” I asked, feigning surprise. “Darn. And here I just put in all that effort.”

“Oh, I’m not complaining,” she said with a smile. “Come here, you.”

She reached out with both arms for me and I laid down on top of her, my cock still in her ass. We held each other for a while, just kissing and enjoying the moment.

“That feels so good,” Trina said quietly. She worked her hips in a small circle, then laughed as my cock began to rise again. “It appears you’re enjoying it, too.”

“Trina, I think it would be impossible not to enjoy my time with you,” I said, slowly pushing my hard cock all the way into her ass. She moaned loudly, and I pulled out until only the head remained inside, then pushed it back in.

“Oh, Andrew,” she said. “I think I’m growing rather fond of you.”

I smiled and kissed her. “I love you, Trina,” I said softly. “I always enjoy my time with you. You’re very special to me, and I’m grateful I got to meet you and make these memories with you.” I pushed myself all the way into her ass again. “I’m also pretty happy about that.”

She laughed, then took my face in both hands and pulled me in for a deep kiss. “Oh, Andrew. You’ve brought a lot of happiness to an old woman.”

“Oh, enough of that,” I said, giving her another slow and deep thrust. “You’re not old at all. You feel young and beautiful in my arms.”

“Okay then, big guy,” she said as she reached down and grabbed her legs behind the knees. She pulled her thighs back as far as she could and looked up at me. “Let’s see what you’ve got. Give it to me, good and hard.”

With a smile, I bent down and kissed her, tenderly, letting my tongue push against hers. I pushed my cock all the way into her ass again and again, slowly increasing the pace as I went. Soon, I straightened up and held onto one of her thighs as I rammed myself in and out of her.

Waves rippled through Trina’s soft body each time I slammed into her ass. She closed her eyes and leaned her head back, letting out soft moans that jumped each time I slammed myself into her. I held nothing back and pounded her good and hard. It didn’t take me long to reach orgasm again, and soon I was squirting more of my seed deep inside her ass.

“Oh, by the gods,” she said, out of breath. “Okay, you win, Andrew. You win. I can’t keep up with you.” Trina laughed and panted as she lowered her legs.

I smiled and gently pulled myself out of her. Both her pussy and her asshole were covered in my cum. It was all over the sheets, too.

“I suppose I should let you get on with your day,” she said, inching towards the edge of the bed. “I have plenty to take care of myself.” She set her feet on the floor and her legs wobbled when she tried to stand.

I grabbed onto her arm and held tightly, keeping her upright. We both laughed, and I led her across the room so she could wash up.

“Thank you, Andrew,” she said, accepting a washcloth from me.

We both spent a few minutes cleaning up, then I helped her back into her dress. She showed me the cloak she made for me; like my jackets, it was dark gray in color, with black embroidery around the edges, depicting vines and leaves in the traditional goblin style. The inside of the cloak was lined with fine fur.

“This will definitely come in handy on my trip to Holmar,” I said. “Thank you, Trina.” I leaned down and kissed the voluptuous woman one last time. “Thank you for everything.”

“I suppose I should be thanking you,” she said with a wink. “I’ll see you soon, Andrew. Let me know when you need more clothes.” She gave me a beautiful smile, then pulled the door open and left.

I stood there for a moment, my heart still beating fast. What a way to spend the day.

Seeing the door open, Tossee stopped by and stuck her head in. She blinked uncertainly for a moment upon seeing me standing there naked, but her eyes eventually scanned me and she smiled.

“Do you need anything, Andrew?” she asked.

“Some fresh sheets, please,” I said. “And some fresh bathwater. I’m sorry, but cum is everywhere. Also, can I get some more tea?”
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Soaking in a hot bathtub after intense sex like that was quite possibly the most pleasurable moment of my life. I never wanted to get out, but my sense of duty—as well as the water turning cold—made me finally leave.

On that day I decided to wear my new cloak over a matching gray coat and white shirt. The weather had been chilly lately, so the fur-lined heavy silk cloak would be welcomed.

A bit of excitement rippled through my veins as I lifted the wicker basket filled with rubber balls. It was such a simple thing, but if used right it would revolutionize travel.

As I shut my door behind me, I noticed several women in the sanctuary of the temple. While I was used to seeing worshippers in here at all hours, these looked more like women waiting for me. Well, I guess I was a popular guy, right?

Many of them were tall and muscular for goblin women, leading me to believe they were among the group of women calling themselves Zozella’s Daughters. Breed the strongest women to create the strongest children and ensure their survival. It was an interesting tactic that made sense in the goblin world, being surrounded by enemies.

I found Prazzi on my way out and asked her to have my wagon sent to the wainwright’s shop right away. She raised an eyebrow and asked what trouble I was getting into. I just winked at her and kissed her on the top of the head.

I held my cloak closed around me with one hand and balanced the basket on my hip as I walked down the steps of the temple. The air was indeed cold outside, not full winter but chilly with a sharp edge to the wind. Clouds filled the sky, casting a gloomy light over everything. Some of those clouds were rather dark. I tried to walk faster. The last thing I wanted was to be caught in a cold rain.

The first drops fell right as I reached Ulenor’s front door. Seeing the ever-present cloud overhead darken, many of the goblin people—especially the men—had disappeared from the street. I rapped my knuckles against Ulenor’s front door several times and waited.

Several drops of rain struck my head. I found myself wondering if this was the poison rain or just a normal cycle of nature. The drops that fell on my hair certainly felt normal, but then again no one had mentioned any burning sensations from the cursed rain. Just, you know, sterility and sometimes madness.

“Coming, coming,” Ulenor’s voice called out. A moment later, he pulled the door open. His face brightened when he saw me, but darkened when he saw the rain. “Please, come in. Hurry, hurry,” he said, beckoning me inside.

“Thanks,” I said, stepping into his kitchen. “I know I’m immune to it, but I still don’t like getting caught in that rain.”

“Dreadful, it is,” he grumbled under his breath, along with several curses that included Vogrim’s name. “Please, take a seat, Andrew. What can I do for you today? And what is that?” he asked, indicating my basket of rubber balls.

“The future of travel!” I said with a laugh as I set the basket down just inside the door. “Actually, I had some questions about the shield,” I said as I walked to the chair that I often sat in. It was on the small side, but overstuffed enough that it was still comfortable. “Eldrick’s shield. I don’t know a thing about it.”

“Yes, yes, I understand,” Ulenor said, limping over to take the seat next to me. “Much has been written about the story of Eldrick creating the sword and shield, however, precious little has been written about the shield and sword themselves. I fear we may have to experiment and learn what their powers are.”

I frowned. “That could be good or bad.”

“Exactly,” Ulenor said. “As for the shield, some writings refer to it as a shield for both physical and magical attacks. From what I have been able to gather, it may reflect or absorb magic in some manner.”

“Well, that would come in handy since I’m gearing up to fight a sorcerer,” I said. Vogrim was not only a sorcerer, but a thousand years old, so he was certain to be immensely powerful. Fighting him was going to be nightmarishly difficult.

Ulenor continued. “In the same manner, the sword has been described as an amplifier of magical power, though I do not know if it has any power in and of itself, or if a spell must be cast through it.”

“Sounds like we have a lot of learning to do,” I said. “I’ll bring it by tomorrow or the next day and hopefully we can learn something.” I cleared my throat and changed the subject. “So, about this trip to Holmar. What exactly can I expect from the orcs?”

Ulenor made a face like he had bitten into a sour fruit. “The orcs. They are ever troublesome. Foul tempered and cruel, they only seem to value strength, although they have a strange notion of honor that they adhere to. An orc would sell his friend to a slave trader for a few silver coins, but if you bested him in battle, he would respect you for life, or at the least fear you and defer to you. That is their way.”

“They sound like a charming lot,” I said. “They’ve been bothering Holmar for years, from what I understand. I need them to stop that so we can focus all of our efforts on Vogrim. Also, if I can somehow convince them to trade with us, maybe we can get our hands on some of that steel of theirs. That would go a long way towards building a railroad.”

“You seem determined to make peace with our enemies,” Ulenor muttered. “I suppose that is the way of things, though. We can’t go on forever as we have with them. If things ever escalate to the point of them fully attacking Holmar…. Well, we would not fair well.”

“So, what exactly do they do?” I asked. “The orcs are always described as troublesome and a threat to Holmar, but I don’t remember any stories of them actually attacking.”

“Oh, they haven’t attacked the city, at least not yet,” Ulenor said. “It’s only a matter of time, though. Once they decide there is a good enough reason—be it financial or their prickly honor—the walls of Holmar will fall.”

“That bad, eh?” I asked.

Ulenor nodded slowly. “Yes, Andrew. No farmers or herders can use the land to the west of Holmar, the land between the two nations. Any goblins that travel through there run a strong risk of being attacked by orcish bandits. They are a vicious lot; any time they attack a merchant or farmer or unlucky traveler, they tend to leave little more than a blood smear. If they leave a person alive, it’s so they can sell them into slavery. Though the land to the west of Holmar is ours, it is completely useless. The orcs might as well own it.”

“But they haven’t attacked the city itself?” I asked, confirming what he had mentioned earlier.

“Correct. The thousand archers keep them at bay.” He grunted a laugh, though there was no mirth in it. “There are barely more than a hundred archers atop the walls of Holmar, and none of them are skilled like our archers here. Just the sight of so many archers has been enough to tamper any thoughts of attacks. As I said, though. It’s only a matter of time.”

I nodded slowly as he spoke, running through all this in my head. It looked like I needed to whip the Holmar defenses into shape as well. Some ballistae and a moat would probably help. Once the orcs realized that we would fight back, a well-equipped outpost or two on the border could help maintain security.

“Well,” I said. “At least this sounds like a problem I can fix. If I set Holmar on the same path as Gillamoor, I think they’ll be in a good spot. Then I just need to go talk to the orcs.”

Ulenor winced when I said that. “Surely you don’t plan on traveling to the orc lands.”

I pursed my lips and nodded. “I can’t see any other way. Tell me, are they a magical people?”

Ulenor shook his head. “Magic is very rare among the orcs. A few of their shamans might be able to use it in small amounts, but they tend to simply favor brute strength instead.”

“Well, at least I’ve got that going for me,” I said. “I’ll be fine, don’t worry. I’ve dealt with plenty of bullies in my life. I just have to convince them that helping us is in their best interest. Now, if I remember correctly, you once told me that they are deeply ashamed of the orcs that serve Vogrim.”

“Yes, yes, you do in fact remember correctly,” Ulenor said. He leaned forwards, curious where I was going with that train of logic.

“I think if I use that angle, I can appeal to their sense of honor,” I said, my brows furrowing in thought as I spoke. “I could set the orcs free, but after what you’ve told me they would probably prefer I just killed all the enslaved ones. They would never live down their shame. Plus, I imagine their minds are too warped and twisted to go back to any form of civilization.”

“It sounds simple enough when you describe it,” Ulenor said. “The real problem will be convincing them.”

I looked down at my knuckles. After I left the army, I had studied boxing pretty intensely for roughly a year. And of course, I had been in my share of scraps while I was in the service. If there was one thing I was confident about, it was my ability to handle myself in a fight.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” I said, making a fist. “I have some ideas that’ll convince them to listen to me.”

Ulenor looked at my hand, clenched into a fist, then back to my face. “You are a crazy man if you are thinking of fighting one of them.”

I shrugged. “I will do what I have to. Fortunately, they won’t be able to use magic. That’ll give me the upper hand.”

Ulenor sighed and shook his head. “I already know there is no talking you out of this. All I can do is push for caution.”

“Actually, there is something you could help me with,” I said. “Could I bring them a gift? As in a gift to their leader, from the goblins of Holmar?”

Ulenor frowned and combed his fingers through his long beard. “Our cultures are very different. You won’t win them over with casks of wine, that’s for certain. They value more practical things. Good steel. Weapons, perhaps.”

“Good to know,” I said. “Hopefully I can think of something they might value. Although I may need to see what their society is like before I can offer something to improve it. I’m sure I’ll think of something.”

The sound of raindrops drumming on the roof had ceased a few minutes earlier, so I figured it was safe to travel again. I moved to get up, then remembered something.

“Hey Ulenor,” I began. “Do you have any more of those mirrors you use to communicate with the king?”

“The talking glass?” he asked.

“Yeah, that one,” I said. “Can you make another one? Being able to stay in contact with the mayor and my wives would come in handy.”

“They are not easy to make,” he said. “I cannot make any promises, but I will do my best to make another pair.”

“Perfect,” I said, slapping my hands on my thighs. “Well, thanks for everything. I need to go see your wainwrights.”

“Ah,” Ulenor said, standing with me. “Finally making some of those changes to the wagons you’ve been talking about for so long?”

“Yes, and I can’t wait,” I said. “A soft, comfortable ride on a wagon. Welcome to the future, Ulenor.”
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While the rain had stopped several minutes earlier, very few goblins had ventured back out on the streets. They tended to wait until the sun and wind had dried up the water before coming back outside. I couldn’t blame them. Even being immune to the poison, I didn’t want to be anywhere near it.

Several goblin women seemed to be in a mild panic, calling for the healers. They knelt over a young goblin man that lay there with his eyes closed, taking short, ragged breaths. I considered trying to help them, but I was afraid I would make things worse. Sometimes it was best to leave things to the professionals, especially since I didn’t know what was wrong with him.

At least the cold weather kept the air from feeling overly muggy, for which I was grateful. The post-rain humidity back in Florida had been downright unbearable at times. It was like walking around inside a giant sauna filled with mosquitos.

I held the basket of rubber balls in front of me while I strolled down the street. Thilli had given me directions to the wainwright earlier, and I did my best to remember them.

I walked past the large park where the wine trade had taken place. The table was still there, beneath a large tree that had lost most of its leaves. The semi-permanent nature of the table reminded me that the elves would be back soon for more wine, or other trade goods. At least, I assumed they would trade for other things.

It only took a few minutes after that for me to find the wainwright’s shop. It was a large building of stone and tile, like much of the rest of Gillamoor. The doors were larger than standard ones, and on the far left side stood a set of wide double doors. Their width made me think of garage doors. That made sense, as they would need a place to move wagons in and out of the workshop.

I grabbed the handle and pushed the door open, then slowly entered. The smell of wood immediately filled the air, with a faint acrid note to it that probably involved chemicals or adhesives.

A small counter stood in the center of the room in front of me, with an elderly goblin man standing behind it. He wore a set of spectacles on his face and carefully wrote line after line in a ledger on the countertop. Upon seeing me, he wrote until his quill ran dry, then set it down and looked up at me.

“Andrew, what a pleasant surprise,” he said. I had long since gotten used to everyone knowing who I was. I was the only human in the entire nation, after all. “Someone delivered your wagon earlier. What can we do for you today?”

I set the wicker basket filled with balls on the counter, then addressed the old man. “I need some pretty major modifications made to my wagon,” I told him. “And I need them done as quickly as possible. I’ll need the wagon back in a week.” I pulled a single gold coin out of my coin purse and set it on the counter.

The old man’s eyes went wide upon seeing the gold coin. He snatched it up and tucked it behind his belt without hesitation. “So, what exactly do you need done?”

I reached into the basket and grabbed one of the rubber balls. It was firm in my hand, and bounced on the countertop when I dropped it. The old man’s eyebrows raised upon seeing that.

“I’m tired of being bounced all over the place when I’m sitting on that damn wagon,” I said. “Let me talk with whoever will be doing the work. We’re going to use these rubber balls to soften the ride.”

The old man grabbed the ball and dropped it on the countertop, watching in wonder at how it bounced. “What kind of sorcery is this?” he muttered, then looked back at me. “Right away, Andrew. You just wait here for a moment.”

He left the counter and walked into the main workshop located just to my left. That was a large, open room with wheels in various stages of completion resting against some of the walls. Stacks of other components were neatly arranged against the back, and various tools were neatly hung on pegs driven into the wooden wall. A faint layer of sawdust and wood shavings covered the floor.

The old man spoke with another stocky goblin man in a leather apron who nodded several times before looking my way. He nodded again, then walked back to the counter to speak with me.

“Hello, Andrew,” he said, his voice as coarse as the wood he worked with. His face was lightly lined and weathered with age, but still strong. He had a surprisingly square jaw for a goblin man, but an overall pleasant demeanor that I had come to expect from most people that lived in this city. “I’m Fennel. My father tells me you want some custom work done to your wagon.”

“Yes,” I said. “Allow me to try to explain this. As I’m sure you’re aware, riding on a wagon just plain sucks. The tiniest bump halfway launches you out of your seat. On top of that, you have to worry about rocks on the road breaking a wheel or axle. It’s awful. I know you’re familiar with it.”

“I am,” Fennel said with a nod as he waited for me to get to the point. He crossed his muscular arms.

“So, I want to recreate something from my world known as suspension. It’s used on all our vehicles and really makes a huge difference in ride quality. Instead of the axle being mounted directly to the underside of the wagon frame, the two are separated by something flexible. That way, if you hit a bump, one of the wheels can simply move while the rest of the wagon stays put.”

He nodded and rubbed his chin as I explained. “And how do you propose to do this?” he asked.

“Well, I would recommend using steel springs,” I said. “I can sketch up a design for you if you’d like, although I’m not sure how long it would take you to build. For now, I want to use these.” I grabbed one of the balls, bounced it on the counter, then handed it to him.

“Impressive,” he said quietly. He threw it at the floor and grunted in surprise as it bounced right back up to his hand. “Where did you find these?”

“A merchant just brought them from York,” I said. “They’re made of a substance called rubber. It’s made from tree sap.”

Fennel squeezed the rubber ball in his hand. “I just want to ensure I’m understanding you correctly. Instead of mounting the axles to the wagon itself, these rubber balls will go between, allowing for some movement.”

I nodded. “Exactly. I’ll be honest, I don’t know what would be the best way to do it. But I’m sure you’ll be able to figure something out. Take the entire basket, use as many as you need. I’m sure you’ll destroy a few in the process. The most important thing is that I need this done in a week.”

“A week?” he asked, his eyebrows raising slightly. He stared at the rubber ball in his hand and squeezed it again. “That’s a tall order, Andrew. I’m sure I’ll think of something, though. I just need something on a vertical plane that can move, and then I’ll take these and….”

He trailed off into a series of mutterings. Good, let his mind work overtime. I tapped a rhythm on the table with my fingers and smiled. “Alright, I suppose I’ll see you in a week, then.”

Fennel blinked as if he had forgotten I was there. “What? Oh, yes. In a week’s time, Andrew. A week.” He went back to muttering under his breath while squeezing the rubber ball as he slowly walked back into the workshop.

I left the wainwright’s shop with a smile on my face. If he did even a half-assed job, the ride quality would still be much improved. And considering I needed to spend another week or more riding that wagon, any improvement would be welcomed.


12



Iwalked quickly through the streets, making my way through the market district and heading straight for Temple Gardens. My timing wasn’t the best, but I hoped that with the delay caused by the brief rain, I would still be able to help with the house construction.

When I arrived at the build site, I immediately noticed something was amiss. A small canopy had been erected next to a campfire. Lossia and Cirro sat beneath the canopy on small, folding chairs, talking with each other and looking concerned. Taking the rain into consideration, I assumed they had just lit the fire.

“Hello, my loves,” I said as I approached them.

They both looked up at me, worry making lines on their otherwise flawless faces.

“Hey, Andrew,” Cirro said.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“It was the rain,” Lossia said after a moment. “Thorny and two of his friends were here helping us, and got caught in it.” She sighed and hung her head.

“They fell ill,” Cirro said, picking up when Lossia halted. “I’ve never seen it happen like that before. Yes, the rain is poison, we all know that, but it’s a slow poison. Everyone has suffered from it for years now, so no one thinks twice about it. Thorny made it to the canopy in time. Virgil and Dalt stayed out for only a few minutes, finishing up something on the house. After, I don’t know, not even three or four minutes, they collapsed. Lossia and I had to drag them back in here.”

“I healed them the best I could,” Lossia said. She sounded hopeless and exhausted. “It’s beyond me, though. We sent for the healers, in hopes they would be able to do something.” She looked up at the sky. Her eyes shone with unshed tears. “I feel guilty, somehow responsible for this. They had been so helpful, eager to assist us in building our dream home. Now they can do little more than lie there and suffer. Thorny went with them. He’s helping to take care of them.”

“Well, shit,” I said, running my fingers through my hair. That hadn’t been what I was expecting. “So you’re saying the rain has gotten worse? Instead of just the slow poison, now it’s making people acutely ill?”

Lossia nodded. “Yes. Men, at least. We were waiting for Vogrim's counter attack. It seems this is part of it.”

“Shit,” I said again. For the past five years, goblin men had avoided the rain mostly out of annoyance. All of them were poisoned, so it didn’t matter if a few drops hit them or not; nothing changed. But now, just a few minutes in the rain and it sounded like they were in a coma.

I stepped under the canopy and placed a hand on each of their shoulders. Lossia leaned her head to the side, resting her cheek against the back of my hand, and Cirro reached up and squeezed my hand in hers. A pang of guilt stabbed in my heart as I thought about what happened. Virgil and Dalt had been helping build our dream house out of the kindness of their own hearts. Now they were sick. Granted, it could have happened to anyone.

“Have you heard about anyone else falling ill?” I asked.

“We haven’t talked to anyone else since we got here other than the healers,” Cirro said. “They seemed in a rush, though.” Her face suddenly paled. “Gods, I never thought about that. Half of the city is probably sick.”

“Well, this certainly changes things,” I said. I tapped the poles of the canopy. “Are there many of these around? We need to keep the men out of the rain as much as possible.”

“We can try to spread word,” Lossia said.

“And I’ll tell the mayor,” I said. “And Ulenor.” I looked over at our partially completed house. It was tall, two stories of heavy stone with tall, arched windows. A single turret stood at one of the corners. “The house looks incredible, though.”

“Thanks,” Lossia said, giving me a weak smile. “I suppose we still need to finish what we can.” She pushed herself to her feet.

“Come here,” I said, pulling her into a tight embrace. She sighed and laid her head against my shoulder. Moments later, Cirro joined in. We stood that way for a while, just letting the love of our hearts support each other.

“Some work will clear my mind,” Lossia said, pulling away. She wiped her eyes and then forced a smile.

“We have difficult times ahead, but things will get better,” I said, offering her my hand. “I promise.”

Together we walked closer to the half-built house. A pile of rough-cut logs sat next to it, most as thick as my thigh.

“This is going to take a while,” Lossia said. “So get comfortable.”

“Fortunately, you both have me,” Cirro said, holding a folding chair in each hand. She set them on the ground next to us. Once we sat down, she brushed Lossia’s violet hair out of the way and began gently rubbing her shoulders.

“I’m ready when you are,” Lossia said to me.

I opened myself to my magical well, but did not draw any power into myself. I kept myself there, right at the brink, and felt Lossia reach out to me. I let her pull through me, and she began pulling magic into herself.

She worked quickly and methodically. As I watched her, I realized just how far ahead of me she was when it came to complicated tasks. One by one, each log raised into the air. Lossia spun the logs, using magic to strip the bits of remaining bark from them and smooth the wood beneath. It took the better part of an hour, but she finally had more than two dozen of the thick logs in a neat stack, ready to be installed.

“For the next part, I need to be able to see,” Lossia said, standing up. One of the logs raised into the air as she approached the house. She took three stone blocks from a nearby stack and made steps right in front of her that led to one of the tall windows. That allowed her to lean over the sill and see inside.

The heavy log lifted into the air and went inside our house. It settled in small channels carved into the stone that had been designed to hold it. They were floor joists.

“Man, I wish I could invent insulation,” I said out loud as I watched her work. It dawned on me that the house was made of wood and stone and little else. It was going to be cold in the winter. Fortunately, it had a massive, central fireplace that would help keep it warm during the colder months.

“What’s that?” Cirro asked.

“It just helps the house remain at one temperature,” I said. “It’ll require an entirely new construction method though, so we’ll worry about that some other time.”

She smiled at me. “I’m sure you’ll be able to do it,” she said.

Another log flew into the air, and Lossia carefully maneuvered it into place. I quickly noticed that she had more logs than spaces for floor joists. When I mentioned it, she came back over to where Cirro and I were seated and sat down in her chair.

“We still have lots of work to do,” she said. “We won’t be able to finish the floors today, or come anywhere close, but we can get the wood ready.” She winked at me, then went back to work.

One of the logs lifted into the air a few feet. Lossia made a swiping motion with her hand and something—I think it was air, incredibly powerful and concentrated gusts of wind—sliced the log into boards an inch thick. She cut them again, this time in half lengthwise, then set them neatly on the ground.

“I was wondering how we were going to make the boards,” I said as I watched her.

She just smiled at me and continued working. The remaining seven logs were each sliced like the first, leaving neat stacks of boards ten feet long and an inch thick. She consolidated the wood into just three stacks, then set several heavy stone blocks on top of them every few feet.

“To keep them from warping,” she explained. Her eyes narrowed as she concentrated, using magic to draw water from the wood. “This part can’t be rushed,” she said. “I can draw some out now, but it takes time to do it properly, or the wood will split.” She pulled a mass of water roughly the size of my fist from each pile, then cast the water aside.

“That’s how you killed the plague beast, right?” she asked after moving the water away. “You pulled water from its body just like I did with the wood.”

“Yeah, that’s basically it,” I replied. “Most living creatures are mostly water, so if you dehydrate them they tend to die pretty quickly.”

“And how did you kill Odewyn?” She asked. Her eyes had an oddly intense look to them.

I frowned. It was unlike her to ask these things. “I increased the heat in his blood, boiling it. I did it as hard and fast as I could and he nearly exploded. Actually, he did kind of explode. Well, his eyes did. The rest of him swelled up like a sausage.”

I expected a wince or gagging sound from Lossia, but she just nodded.

“I don’t like it, but I should learn those things,” she said. “While you’re the strongest, I’m the most skilled with magic. If anything happens while you’re away, I’ll have to take care of it. You should learn as well, Cirro.”

Cirro held up both hands. “Hey, I don’t want to learn how to cook people. I don’t even like sausage.”

“What about the elves?” Lossia asked with a raised eyebrow.

Cirro slowly lowered her hands. “Okay, I’m listening.”

“And the minotaurs?” Lossia asked.

I thought back to the Battle of Gillamoor. It seemed like so long ago, but less than two months had passed since that day.

“If I remember correctly, I pulled water out of the air and tried to drown them. That, of course, didn’t work, so I pulled the heat out of the water until it froze them all in a block of ice. Then I just kept doing that, pulling heat from the ice, from their bodies, until they all froze. Well, except that one guy that got away.”

“Not to be rude, but you seem to be pretty inefficient when it comes to killing people with magic,” Cirro said. “You’re just insanely strong.”

“She’s right,” Lossia said. “You should practice quicker and more efficient ways to attack with magic. Vogrim will be both stronger and faster than you, you know.”

“Yeah, but I’ll have that sword and shield,” I said. She was right, though. She was absolutely right. “I’ll practice on our way to Holmar,” I said. “Cirro can join in the lessons.”

“I doubt I’m powerful enough to do much,” she said.

“Not true,” I told her. “You’re stronger than Thilli. She trained with us every night when we went to the Drowned Lands, and she not only gained skill, but raw strength as well. You just need proper instruction.”

“I suppose I never really got much of that,” Cirro said. “Especially nothing like what you and Thilli learned. I just had the basic lessons everyone gets in school.”

“How strong is Anna?” I asked.

Cirro laughed. “She is far stronger than us. I think she’s just used to downplaying it though, as she spends a lot of her time teaching children the basics and little else.”

“Well, she’ll have to train as well,” I said. Our house was going to be filled with magic. I wasn’t entirely sure if that was scary or exciting. Actually, scratch that. It was exciting.
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Once we were finished, I kissed them both goodbye and left the building site. It would probably take me years to have the kind of precise control that Lossia did, so I was practically useless when it came to building the house other than offering my strength for her to use. For now though, we had to wait for the wood to dry.

Before I left, I asked Lossia about the small magical light Elidyr had brought to the last wine trade. He had brought two and traded them both for wine, much to my delight. I wanted to check them out and see how they worked. If they could be duplicated, that would be a big step for convenience. Granted, I’d probably need Ulenor’s help, as I had no real clue what I was doing.

Now that I knew the poison rain had gotten much worse, I saw signs of it around me. Men, staring up at the ever-present cloud above Gillamoor with open fear in their eyes. Women, crying over a loved one that had gotten caught in the earlier rain and passed out. Things were getting worse.

I didn’t want to tell anyone the truth; that things were going to continue getting worse before they got better. That was just the way of life, sometimes. I tried not to think of the army Vogrim was building up, either.

The usual joy on the streets of Gillamoor seemed muted and dull now. The entire city had taken on a different tone, one of fear and extreme caution, since the poison rain fell.

When I arrived at the temple, I noticed the group of women seated inside the sanctuary. When I had left my room only a few women were in there, but now there looked to be nearly two dozen of them. All of them were tall and muscular, making them part of Zozella’s Daughters. Several of them knelt before the statue of the deity, offering up prayers. I watched for a moment as the statue of Zozella smiled at a lean woman with magenta hair and laid her hand on the woman’s head.

I sought out Prazzi. As the leader of the temple staff, she would be able to help me spread word. It only took me a moment to find her.

“Hello, Andrew. Do you need anything?” she asked, offering me a warm smile.

“Hey, Prazzi,” I said, ready to launch right into the dark news. “Ah, wait.” I reached out and pulled her to me, holding her tightly. She had my first child, so I reminded myself to always treat her in a special manner. I kissed the top of her head, then finally broke our embrace.

“Thanks for that,” she said, looking up at me sweetly.

“I’m afraid I have bad news,” I said. “The rain has gotten worse. It still doesn’t seem to affect women, but now it’s much worse for men. I imagine it still sterilizes them, but it also makes them sick, now.”

“What do you mean by sick?” Prazzi asked, her voice thick with concern.

“I mean the kind of sick where a man passes out and has trouble ever waking again,” I said. “The kind of sick the town healers can’t do much about. I won’t lie, Prazzi. It’s bad.”

She frowned. “I suppose this is revenge for the Battle of Gillamoor,” she said quietly.

“You’re exactly right,” I told her. “We need to be extremely careful over the next few months. Things are probably going to get worse before I’m able to kill Vogrim. Also, I need your help.”

“Sure, anything,” she said, looking up at me.

“I know the staff here is mostly women, which helps. Can you have some of them tell the mayor and Ulenor what’s going on? And just try to gather some information. We need to know what we’re dealing with.”

She nodded. “I’ll send Tossee out right away.”

“Thanks, Prazzi,” I told her, hugging her tightly again. “I have to keep you all safe, but it’ll take a combined effort from all of us to get through this.”

“We’re going to be okay,” she said, giving me a squeeze.

I bent down and kissed her, then looked over at the sanctuary. “So, those are for me, right?”

She chuckled softly under her breath. “Yes. As many as you can handle. Thilli is pushing hard for you to impregnate as many women as possible, although she’s careful not to take it too far. She knows you have your limits.”

“So, what is with this whole Zozella’s Daughters thing?” I asked. “I don’t mind, I just find it slightly peculiar. Almost at odds with what I would expect of the goblin people.”

She pursed her lips as she looked over at the group of women. “Honestly, it is. This is something born of desperation. Remember, we are surrounded by enemies, Andrew. And all of those enemies are notably larger than we are. You are the man prophesied to save us, but also to change us. So, some women decided that if you’re going to change us regardless, they might as well help out. They’re just trying to ensure the next generation is as large and strong as possible.”

“I guess I just feel a bit of guilt, changing you so much,” I said.

“It’s inevitable,” Prazzi replied. “We can change, or we can die. If we stayed as we are, the tiny pacifists, both the elves and the orcs would overrun us in time. So would Vogrim. This will give us a fighting chance.” She looked over at the women. “They consider it a great honor, you know. Similar to the Mothers, in a way. They don’t know how to swing a sword, but they’re helping you defeat our enemies in their own way.”

“Hmm. I never thought of it that way.” I looked over at the women again. “I guess I’d better go do my part.”

“That’s the spirit,” Prazzi said, giving me a smile of encouragement.

I walked over to the group of women and took a moment to study them. As expected, they were all beautiful. Perfect faces, flawless skin, and fit bodies greeted me as they turned to watch me in return. Beneath their cloaks, some wore dresses but many wore the snug breeches and shirts that Thilli was popularizing.

When I started this crazy journey, they set me up with the most beautiful women from each city. I suppose they just wanted to make sure I was sufficiently enticed. But now with Zozella’s Daughters making their voices heard, things were changing.

A tall woman—she looked to be nearly five feet tall, so quite tall for a goblin female indeed—with silvery-white hair stepped up to me. Her face was lean and modelesque, with cheekbones and a jawline so perfect no amount of plastic surgery could match them. Her eyes were a blue so bright it reminded me of a Siberian husky.

“Hello, Andrew,” she said to me. Her posture was straight enough to teach professional dancers a lesson. “I am Nalia.” She dipped slightly, somewhere between a curtsey and a bow.

“You’re a tall one,” I said, meaning it as a compliment.

Her chin rose slightly. “Of course. We are Zozella’s Daughters. We have taken it upon ourselves to ensure you only mate with the finest bree—”

“If you refer to yourself as ‘breeding stock,’ I’m going to scream,” I said, cutting her off. I reached out and took her hand in mine, and some of her stiffness seemed to ease. “You’re a woman, and a beautiful one at that. Look, I respect what you’re doing. I really do. Just relax, okay?”

“We just want to survive,” she said quietly.

“I know,” I told her. “I understand what you’re doing. You don’t need to put on an act with me, okay? No need to act like someone you’re not. Come on.”

With her hand in mine, I led her into my room. After a few steps I felt more tension melt and she squeezed my hand, as if to thank me without having to say the words out loud.

As soon as I entered the room I looked for the light box. It was on a table, right where Lossia had described it. Somehow, I had completely missed it this morning. With my free hand, I reached out and touched the top, right in the center of a circular design pierced into the intricate cube.

Soft, warm light immediately shone from the small box, as much as a moderately bright light bulb. Behind me, Nalia gasped.

“What is that?” she asked.

“Something we got from the elves,” I said. “Hopefully we can get some more, or maybe figure out how to create them ourselves. I’d love to hand one out to everyone.”

Nalia looked at me strangely as I said that. She studied me intently, as if seeing something she had previously missed. “Why do you help us? Is it not enough for you to mate with so many women?”

I shook my head. “No, it’s not enough. Your people are my people, now. Remember, I’m marrying four goblin women and spending the rest of my life here. I’m not going back to my world when all this is done.” I took both of her hands in mine and faced her. “You all mean so much to me, and I want to show that.”

She nodded, as if my words helped her reach a decision. “You are a good mate,” she said. “That makes this easier.”

“Oh, lighten up, will you?” I said with a grin.

I reached up and started undoing the laces on my shirt, and she did the same. When our breeches came off, we both stood there, looking at each other for a moment. The way she looked at me reminded me of a farmer appraising a new horse. I, on the other hand, delighted in her flat stomach, strong thighs, and small breasts. My delight immediately made itself known in the form of a raging erection.

Kalia’s eyes widened slightly upon seeing me get hard so quickly, but she recovered in a heartbeat. “Shall we head to the bed?” She was still tense and stiff.

“After you,” I said, holding an arm out.

Kalia nodded her head and started for the bed. I immediately reached out and slapped her on her firm, muscular bottom. She yelped and clapped both hands to her butt, looking at me with wide eyes.

“Relax a bit,” I said, scooping her into my arms. “You’re so tense.” I spun in a circle and she laughed and kicked her feet.

“This is just so serious, Andrew,” she said, although her voice had softened. “This is the future of our people.”

“No,” I told her as I gently laid her back on the bed. Her silver hair fanned out around her head and she spread her legs enough for me to move between them. “This is just a man and a woman spending some intimate time together. I want you to take a deep breath and relax, Nalia. Then, I want you to enjoy yourself.”

“Okay,” she said.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she exhaled, my face was already between her thighs. I let my hands touch her first, so it wouldn’t be such a shock when my tongue went to work.

“Andrew, what are you—ohhh,” she said as I began lapping at her clitoris.

She practically melted after that. Her tension evaporated more and more as I pleased her. Both hands tangled in my hair, holding me firmly against her pussy. It took a while to get her off; she seemed to be a rather uptight woman, so that made sense. Five or ten minutes of clit rubs took care of that. Soon, she was bucking against my face and moaning as she orgasmed.

“By the gods, that was incredible,” she said, breathing heavily.

I took a minute to head to the washstand so I could clean my face. Several more women had entered the room, and their faces lit up when they saw me bring Kalia to orgasm. I assumed they would want the same treatment.

“Oh, I can’t wait for my turn,” said a stocky woman with midnight blue hair. She walked up to me and pulled my head down for a kiss while letting her other hand stroke me.

“I want you to eat my pussy like that,” said another woman, her hair the color of a sunrise. She untied her dress and let it fall down, revealing a shockingly muscular body. Widening her stand, she reached down and began rubbing herself while holding my gaze.

Holy shit, I felt like my cock was going to explode watching these women. Of course, they prided themselves on that. I grabbed the muscular woman and kissed her, then released her and hurried back to the bed.

Kalia reached out for me with both arms as I returned. I got on the bed and slid between her thighs, letting the head of my cock rub against her wet opening. She looked up at me and noticed a hint of fear in her eyes right as I began pushing myself inside of her.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

After a brief pause, she nodded. “I’m just afraid it will hurt,” she said.

She was a virgin. That was a perfect explanation for her tension.

“Tell you what,” I said. “I want you to feel me inside you. Then, we’re going to roll over so you can control how fast and deep we go. Does that sound okay?”

She nodded, and I kept pushing myself inside her. She was soaking wet, enough that I could have gone balls-deep in a single thrust, but I wanted to be gentle. I pushed in an inch, pulled out half an inch, until I was most of the way inside. Her eyes were closed and she took a deep breath. I asked if she was okay again, and she nodded. I finally pushed myself all the way in, bottoming out against her cervix. She sucked in air between her teeth, but didn’t ask me to stop.

In fact, the opposite happened. She reached up for me, grabbing me with both hands and pulling me to her. Our lips met and we kissed while I slowly worked myself in and out of her. Holy shit, she was tight. The kind of tight where I knew I wouldn’t last more than a few minutes. But then again, that was how most of Zozella’s Daughters were.

“Okay, let’s roll over,” I said. I held her to me and rolled to my side, taking her with me. After a bit of shuffling she was sitting on top of me with her hands against my chest to hold her up. With her eyes closed she slowly worked herself up and down my full length, her body trembling from the feeling of being stuffed so full.

I let my hands explore her body, gently squeezing her small, perky breasts and pinching her soft green nipples. She let out soft moans as she rode me, the kind that let me know she was enjoying this as much as I was, possibly even more.

My hands trailed down to her trim waist, and I gripped it tightly. It was impossible to resist moving with her, so I began thrusting inside her, meeting her every move. Fortunately, she didn’t move too quickly—as tight as she was, twenty seconds of fast riding and I’d be done.

“Come here,” I said, sliding one hand up behind her head.

She laid on top of me and I pulled her lips to mine, kissing her deeply while my other hand slid down and grabbed onto her firm bottom. I gave it a squeeze and continued matching her pace, thrusting up each time she pushed down. We locked into a tight rhythm, and she took my face in both of her hands as she kissed me.

Soft whimpers came from her throat as she began moving faster and faster. I let my other hand slide down to her ass and soon we were moving quickly, full-length thrusts. She would take all of me inside her, bottoming out, then rub her hips in small circles for a second before rising and taking me again. She did this for a minute and her body began trembling.

I had the urge to just ram myself inside her, but the last thing I wanted to do was interrupt her rhythm. I focused on meeting her every thrust, and pushing my hips upwards when she bottomed out, allowing her to take all of me. Her tiny whimpers built into soft moans, and those grew until she suddenly began slamming her pussy against me. She cried out in pleasure, her fingers digging into me, her entire body shaking.

I reached up and held her tightly to me as her orgasm subsided, but I didn’t slow down. I kept up my thrusting while she moaned and gasped in my arms. A few seconds later I was moaning with her, practically exploding deep inside her pussy. I squirted an insane amount of semen in her, my body clenching, my muscles spasming.

We held each other tightly after that. I felt something wet on my cheek and realized she was crying softly.

“Are you okay?” I asked softly, gently brushing her hair out of her face.

“Yes, I promise,” she said, wiping her eyes. “I just feel so much, right now. Thank you, Andrew.” She went back to kissing me, and I held her tightly.

A few minutes later, she sat up, still impaled upon me. She turned and looked over her shoulder at the rest of the women. “It’s a shame so many of us are here,” she said with a sudden grin. “I could really go for a round two, even though I think I’ll be walking funny for the rest of the day.” She lifted her hips off of me, laughing with cum dripped out of her. “You stay right there, and I’ll bring you a washcloth.

Her face was flushed with excitement as she smiled at me. True to her word, she climbed off the bed and hurried to the washstand. A tall pile of washcloths were stacked on a table next to it, and she grabbed one for herself, wiping between her thighs. Once she was done, she wet a second cloth and brought it to me.

“Thank you, Andrew,” she said, smiling down at me. She crawled onto the bed to lie next to me, then kissed me again. “Thank you for everything. Thank you for what you’re doing for our people.”

I pulled her to me and kissed her, then held her tightly. Not knowing what to say in reply, I simply held her. Sometimes, that was enough.

When she finally pulled away, she took my dirty washcloth with her. That thing had enough cum on it to impregnate three women.

I pointed at the muscular woman with the sunrise-colored hair. “You,” I said, beckoning her over. I had never been with a woman that jacked before, and I’ll confess I was excited.

She hurried to the bed, a broad smile on her face. She crawled onto the bed and laid down next to me.

“Hey, sorry I called you over that way,” I said. It suddenly dawned on me that I had been kind of rude.

“It’s fine,” she said. One of her hands reached out and grabbed onto my johnson, squeezing and stroking it. It became hard almost immediately. “Are you as excited as I am?” she asked.

“Probably more,” I said, letting my fingers trace down the muscles in her hip.
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When the women finally left my room, they left me so exhausted I could barely stand. I knew that was something they would be proud of, so I indulged them. The last woman rode me so hard I thought she was going to break the bed. It was, to put it bluntly, awesome.

I was so tired I didn’t even wake when my wives came home. In fact, I didn’t budge until the next morning.

“Good morning, sleepy head,” Thilli said, kissing me on the cheek.

“Have I ever told you how much I love waking up next to you?” I said. I slipped an arm around and held her to me.

And then, as the fog of sleep slowly faded away, it hit me.

My balls ached. That was the only word for it.

“Not this again,” I said, suppressing a groan.

Next to me, Thilli raised her eyebrows. I nodded towards my crotch and she looked a question at me for a moment, then laughed.

“Oh, that again?” she asked.

Thilli gently rose up off my shoulder and pulled the blanket down. Her actions woke Anna, who was glad to see her.

“Good morning, beautiful,” she said, smiling at Thilli. “What are you—ohhhh,” she said, moving out of the way so Thilli could pull the blanket all the way down.

When they got the blanket off me, they stopped and stared. Anna laughed, waking the rest of the women. Thilli reached out and gently caressed my swollen balls. At her touch, I immediately got a raging erection.

“Do they hurt?” she asked, not taking her eyes off of them.

“Honestly? Yeah. They ache pretty badly,” I said.

“Good morning,” Lossia said. She groggily pushed herself off of me, looking around and seeing what was going on.

“Lossia, we need your help,” Anna said, her voice urgent. “Look at this.” She reached down and grabbed my swollen sack. I flinched.

“Oh wow,” Lossia said, stifling a yawn. “Those are huge.”

“He really needs to cum, and right now,” Anna said, reaching out and taking Lossia by the hand. She gently pulled the callipygian beauty closer.

“Okay,” Lossia said, still half awake. She let Anna guide her on top of me, but she stopped suddenly when she was straddling my dick. I could feel the heat of her pussy against the tip of my dick.

“Hey, what’s going on?” Cirro asked as she finally woke. She rubbed her eyes and grinned when she saw what was happening. “Oh, it’s about time,” she said. “Good for you, Lossia.”

“Perhaps it is,” Lossia said, looking down at me.

Thilli pushed Lossia forwards a bit, then took me into her mouth. She sucked me all the way into her throat, taking my full length in a single motion. I laid back my head and groaned at the feeling; I wasn’t going to last long at all.

“Well, hurry up so we can all enjoy him some,” Cirro said as she crawled closer.

Thilli laughed and pulled me out of her mouth. She lined my cock up with Lossia’s pussy while Anna and Cirro caressed the woman’s body. All three of them kissed and caressed Lossia as she sank down on me, working her hips as she took me inside her.

Lossia let out a deep breath as she sat on my hips. I felt myself bottom out inside her. Anna suddenly crawled between my legs and began licking and sucking on my balls while Cirro reached out and wrapped her arms around Lossia, holding her tightly as the curvaceous woman slid her juicy pussy up and down my shaft.

“Sorry if you feel left out,” I said to Thilli.

“Oh, it’s okay,” she said with a smile. “We already talked about this last night while you were asleep. They get their fun, but I get your cum.” She winked.

Lossia’s body shook as she rode me. Cirro leaned forwards and sucked on the woman’s large breasts, bringing moans of pleasure from her. I was surprised I didn’t blow my load just from the sight, especially with Anna tonguing my balls.

“I don’t think this guy is gonna last long,” Cirro said, looking over her shoulder at me. “My turn.”

Lossia sank down on me all the way, her eyes closed, and smiled. “Okay,” she said. She moved her hips in little circles, then stood up.

Thilli immediately grabbed onto my dick and began deep throating it, sucking it like she wanted me to blow right then and there.

Cirro was next. She straddled me and Thilli slid my cock inside her as she sat down. My heart swelled every time I saw Cirro naked, and my hands went straight to her stomach, where the faintest baby bump showed. My hands went to her plump bottom and she started riding me like she meant it. Next to us, Lossia rolled over on her back and began rubbing herself.

A few minutes later, Anna moved up. “Alright, don’t hog him all to yourself,” she said.

Cirro pouted slightly, but eventually stood up. Her round bottom was right in Anna’s face, so she shook her hips at the woman. Anna reached out and kissed Cirro on one of her plump cheeks and slapped her palm on the woman’s ass with a laugh.

“I hope you have a few minutes of stamina left,” Anna said as she gripped the base of my cock in her tiny hand. “Come make sure it’s good and wet for me, my love,” she said to Thilli.

Thilli smiled at her and crawled over to my cock, taking it into her mouth. Anna held her hair out of the way and caressed her back as she sucked on me. Her eyes went to Thilli’s ass, and I could tell she was considering reaching out and grabbing it, but she abstained. Instead, she leaned down and kissed Thilli on the temple as the woman sucked me dry.

“That’s good, honey,” Anna said softly.

Thilli pulled me out of her mouth and smiled at Anna, then moved out of the way.

With a grin mischievous enough for Cirro, Anna sank down on my cock. She sat on my lap for a moment, taking deep breaths and enjoying how I felt, then began riding me. She rode me hard and fast, her hands on my stomach, her legs spread wide. My staying power always went down the drain when Anna rode me that way.

“I’m gonna cum,” I said after only a few minutes of that.

Anna practically leaped off of me. Thilli moved in, holding her hair out of the way with one hand while sucking on me, hard. Anna moved back between my legs and licked my balls before gently massaging them with her hands. She leaned forwards, her head right next to Thilli’s and licked the base of my shaft. Seeing this, Thilli smiled and focused on sucking the tip of my dick.

I grabbed the sheets in both hands and shouted as I came. My body clenched and convulsed, muscles clenching, grunting like a wild animal. I squirted thick ropes of cum into Thilli’s mouth, making her cheeks bulge out and her eyes widen. She gagged for a second, nearly choking, before swallowing audibly. I kept cumming, squirting more and more into her mouth.

“I want some too, my love,” Anna said, running her tongue up my shaft and across Thilli’s lips.

In the heat of the moment, Thilli moved aside just enough for Anna to place her mouth on the head of my cock while still touching Thilli’s lips. They kissed, tongues pressing and writhing, taking turns swallowing my cum.

“Wow,” Cirro said, watching them. She looked over at Lossia suddenly, still rubbing herself, and crawled on top of the woman. They were going at it in no time.

Anna squeezed her fingers around the base of my cock and milked it into Thilli’s mouth, then kissed and licked the other woman’s lips, taking the cum right from her mouth and swallowing it. She tangled her fingers in Thilli’s hair and pulled the raven-haired beauty to her, their lips locked together.

Thilli’s face was flushed, and not just from the cum dripping down her chin. Anna licked that up, gave my cock one final suck, then went back to kissing Thilli, still right above me.

“Holy shit,” I said, breathing hard. Looking down, I saw my balls were still swollen, but not quite as bad.

Thilli looked at me and grinned. Her tongue darted out as Anna kissed her again.

“I could kiss you all day,” Anna said, her hands reaching out and caressing Thilli’s breasts.

“You are a great kisser,” Thilli said, gently pulling away. “I don’t know if I could ever go all the way though.” At Anna’s sudden pout, she smiled. “I love you very much, Anna. It’s just not who I am.”

“You keep saying that. Just wait until you get me between those sexy thighs of yours, then you’ll change your tune.” Anna smiled at her, then reached out and caressed the side of Thilli’s face again. She leaned forward and placed a gentle kiss on Thilli’s lips, then sat back.

Thilli grinned at her. “You’re pretty, so I’ll just let you keep thinking that. Someone else owns this treasure box, though.”

Next to me, Lossia began moaning as Cirro brought her to orgasm.

“Did you just call it a treasure box?” Anna asked.

Thilli shrugged. “Yeah. So?”

Anna threw back her head and laughed. “Oh, Thilli. I love you a little more each day.”

I reached out and took Thilli’s hand. “Hey. Thanks for, uh, draining me. You too, Anna. Besides the obvious, that really relieved some pressure.”

Thilli smiled at me, and Anna reached out and traced her finger down my full length. “I suppose we’ll have to start each morning that way, as long as you’re like this. What do you think, Thilli.”

Thilli’s cheeks colored. “I do like how you taste,” she said to me.

By the time Cirro and Lossia finally finished with each other, the rest of us were crawling off the bed. My balls were only the size of a baseball now, so at least I could walk somewhat normally.

We all took our turns at the washstand while servants filled the bathtub with hot water. Thilli went to the tub, then stopped when she remembered she would be exercising with the soldiers that morning. Instead, Lossia stepped into the tub.

I stood there with my arm around Cirro’s waist, just looking at my wives for a moment. Life was good. Sometimes it didn’t feel real, like I was dreaming instead of living this incredible life. Sure, I had to fight for it, but things were great. Besides, what man wouldn’t fight for what he loved? I just needed to invent central air conditioning and ice cream and I’d be set.

I wrapped my arm around her and let my fingers trail along the side of her stomach. Looking down, I could barely tell it was sticking out. Honestly, if she had simply told me she just finished an extra-large burrito, I would have believed her. But Cirro wasn’t a big eater, and burritos hadn’t been invented yet.

“Holy shit,” I said suddenly.

“What’s wrong?” Cirro asked, looking up at me with a trace of concern in her eyes. “Is everything okay?”

“Everything is wonderful,” I told her. “I just realized I can invent burritos!”
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After a light breakfast of that strange porridge-like stuff topped with fruit and two cups of tea, I decided to finally get my clothes on. Considering how I spent most of my days, I had grown completely comfortable just lounging around in nothing but my skin. Fortunately, my wives often did the same, so as I reclined on the small chair with a bowl of porridge in my hands, I did so with a raging boner.

Prazzi was ensuring I got a double helping of whatever food they served me, for which I was grateful. One thing I had noticed, now that I weighed probably twenty or thirty pounds more due to all this extra muscle, my appetite was enormous. Add in all the sex I was having, and I could eat a horse, possibly literally. Well, maybe not literally. I liked horses, after all.

“Are you going to be able to make it to the building site today?” Lossia asked, stepping up to me. “Andrew? Did you hear me?”

“Sorry,” I said, finally tearing my eyes away from Cirro’s ass. She had been putting on quite the show, gyrating her hips as she pulled her dress on. Of course, the moment I looked away from her, my eyes fell on Thilli, who was pulling her tight breeches on. I looked down at my erect penis. “Hey, can you leave a bit of blood for my brain, please?”

Lossia crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow at me. I quickly racked my brain, trying to remember what she had asked me. Shit, what did she ask me? Wow, she looked great in that dress. No, focus! She was probably asking about the house.

“I should be able to make it there today,” I told her, relieved when she smiled and nodded. “I just need to talk to the mayor and Ulenor about this new rain and I’ll be over. What are we doing today?”

“We have a few things ready for the interior,” Lossia said. “Once that wood dries out a bit more and is stable, I want to try to get the roof on to keep the inside dry. That’ll be the last of the really hard work; after that, it’ll be a lot of detail work and fleshing out the interior.”

“Don’t forget my kitchen!” Thilli called out as she pulled her blouse on.

“Don’t worry, honey,” Lossia said back to her.

“Will I see you at lunchtime?” Anna asked.

I laughed in spite of myself. “I’ll be there,” I said. It appeared as though my uneventful day just got quite busy. Well, it was good to keep my mind busy.

“Hey, make sure you’re all back for dinner,” I said. “I have something special planned.”

“Oh really?” Cirro asked as she twirled and danced across the floor. She stopped next to me and tapped her foot a few times. “Tell us more.”

“I can’t ruin the surprise,” I said. “Just be here for dinner.”

“See you soon,” Anna said as she bent down and kissed me.

“Yeah, it’s time for me to get going as well,” Thilli said. She walked up to me and looked down at my penis, just sticking straight up like a flagpole. “I do wish I had the time to help you take care of that,” she said, before bending down and kissing me.

“I would love to take that thing for a ride,” Cirro said, spinning in a circle again to make the bottom of her dress flare out.

“You’re in a good mood today,” I said.

“I woke up next to you two,” she said, indicating me and Lossia. “How could I be in a bad mood? Also, I’m pregnant, so my moods are likely to fluctuate.”

“Good point,” I said after finishing the last of my porridge. After setting the bowl on the nearby table, I stood up and went over to my wardrobe to grab some clothes. It was time to get the day started.

“Are you going to be okay with that thing?” Cirro asked, grinning at me.

I looked down. Still hard. “I’ll be okay,” I said. “It’ll go down in a few minutes, especially once I’m not around you two anymore.”

Cirro laughed and spun in another circle. Lossia walked up to me and gave me a tight hug. “I love you, Andrew.”

“I love you too, Lossia,” I said, holding her tightly. We had shared a special moment earlier, when she took me inside her without question. She was getting more comfortable with me, and that was a good thing. Not that I minded taking the service entrance. Her ass was about the most amazing thing out there.

We kissed for a moment, then went back to hugging. She sighed and leaned her head against my shoulder. Cirro was suddenly there, throwing her arms around the both of us. Lossia giggled.

“You two are great. You know that?” Cirro asked. She reached around and slapped me on my bare ass. “Put some clothes on, Andrew.”

“I suppose we all need to start our days,” I said with a laugh.

After kissing them both goodbye, I grabbed some clothes from my wardrobe and began pulling them on. Black boots, dark breeches, a white shirt, and a dark gray jacket with a matching cloak. Trina’s influence was definitely noted in my clothes. For whatever reason, she had chosen dark gray trimmed with black as my look. Not that I was complaining; I was definitely one of the more stylish people in the city.

Once I left my room, I sought out Prazzi. I found her directing a few other temple workers, and waited patiently until she was done.

“Andrew, how can I help you this morning?” she asked, sounding as bright as ever. Her face practically glowed, which I attributed to the pregnancy.

“I just need a few things,” I told her. She listened closely as I explained in detail exactly what I needed.

“Sounds great. Am I invited?” She laughed. “No, no, don’t worry, I won’t crash your party. We’ll have it taken care of. Although I might steal your idea for myself.”

I gave her a hug and hurried out of the temple. Several women watched me go, and I briefly wondered if they were there for me. Probably. Well, they would have to wait until I returned. I had more important things weighing on my mind.

As I walked down the street, my eyes kept drifting upwards to the cloud that always hung over the city. It was white and fluffy at the moment and blocked the bright sun from smacking me in the eyes, so I found myself oddly grateful for it. We just had to keep people inside when the cloud darkened and dropped rain.

My long legs took me quickly to the mayor’s house. When I knocked on his door, I heard him tell his wife he would get the door. He answered seconds later.

“Andrew, good to see you,” he said, his voice lacking the characteristic joviality it usually held. “I have a feeling I know why you’re here. Please, come in.”

I stepped into the house, smiling at the aroma of fresh baked bread. Ulenor was seated in the living room, so I went to the chair next to him and sat down.

“Be glad this rain doesn’t affect you,” Ulenor grumbled. “The rest of us are terrified.”

“I know, I heard about it,” I said, as the mayor took a seat across from us. “We knew Vogrim would retaliate somehow. Looks like this is it.”

“If something isn’t done, this will be the last generation of goblins,” the mayor said, his voice heavy with worry.

“Don’t worry,” I told him. “I’m working on a solution. It’s just going to take some time.”

“With each passing day we run out of time,” Ulenor said, his voice just as grim as the mayor’s.

“For now, we need a way to warn everyone,” I said. “Do you have a large siren, or a bell? Something that can be heard across the city?”

“We have bells, yes,” Mayor Beezle said.

“Good,” I said. “We need people watching the skies at all times. The second it looks like it’s going to rain, they need to ring those bells like their lives depend on it. Because now, they do.”

Ulenor nodded as I spoke. “Yes, yes, if we can warn the entire city, that will help prevent more men from falling sick.” He shook his head. “This is terrible. Sometimes I fear we’re not going to make it, Andrew.”

“I understand,” I said quietly. “I was thinking about this exact topic earlier. The sad reality is that things will probably get worse before they get better. Vogrim is still building an army, remember. I expect that to become a serious problem in about two month’s time. My hope, my goal is that we’ll be ready by then. I still just wish I had something better to fight them with.” Honestly, I could have used a tank.

It was that brief thought of wanting a tank that got my gears turning. We were approaching this wrong, all wrong.

“Vogrim is going to attack us with hundreds of giants wielding swords and spears,” I said. “If we fight against him with swords, spears, and arrows of our own, I don’t know if we’ll win. We need to think differently.”

The mayor looked quizzically at me, then Ulenor. Ulenor leaned his head to the side and asked what I meant.

“I mean we can’t defeat that many minotaurs without our current weapons,” I said. “On top of that, he’ll probably have a few thousand orcs and lizardfolk, right?” Ulenor nodded. “Even with the moat, even with our ballistae, even with our improved archers, that isn’t enough. With magic we might be able to survive, but only if we use it in new and particularly violent ways.”

The mayor’s face drew down as I spoke. “You make it sound like we have no hope of surviving.”

“We don’t, unless we come up with something that can really harm his soldiers,” I said. “We need the ability to kill a dozen at a time. What we really need is a bomb, but I have no clue how to make any explosives.” I thought on that for a moment. “Unless I can get some more gasoline from York. That might be just what we need.”

“Are you going to launch another barrel at them and set it on fire?” Ulenor asked. “That was rather effective when you did it during the Battle of Gillamoor.”

“Yeah, but we need to think bigger than that,” I said. My thoughts went back to Afghanistan, where the most dangerous thing often wasn’t enemy soldiers, but bombs hidden on the side of roads. We lost a lot of good men and women that way. “Mayor, I need you to talk to the king. Have him pass along a request to Higgs, the royal chemist.”

“King Freg isn’t a messenger boy, Andrew,” the mayor grumbled.

He had a point. “Sorry,” I said. “Just get the word to Higgs somehow. I taught him how to separate oil into different chemicals when I visited York a while ago.”

“Yes, yes,” Ulenor said. “He told me about it later. They’re still using that, right?”

Mayor Beezle nodded. “They are. You might have noticed the lamps in your room lately, Andrew.”

I blinked in surprise. It hadn’t even dawned on me when I saw a small oil lamp in there the other day. “So they’re making kerosene now. Perfect. Tell him I need the stuff that is lighter than that. A full barrel of it.”

“They’ve spoken about that as well,” Ulenor said. “You called it gasoline, I believe. It burns far too hot and fast to be used for lamps. Dreadful stuff.”

“Yes, but that dreadful stuff is going to save our asses,” I said. “Now, the road that goes north—I’m assuming Vogrim’s army will march on that road.”

Ulenor nodded. “No sense in walking through trees when a perfectly good road is there,” he said. “Even Vogrim’s monsters know that much. I would think that would be obvious, though.”

I couldn’t help the smile that began slowly spreading upon my face. “We’re going to leave them a little surprise.”
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Ihad a mental checklist to follow when I left the mayor’s house, which made me glad. I wasn’t the best at improvisation; I preferred to plan things out. Less chances for things to go wrong, that way.

Fortunately, my checklist was blessedly short. And for the first item on that list, I made my way down the street to a blacksmith I remembered seeing the other day.

The clang of the hammer against steel rang out loudly and could be heard a hundred feet away. I briefly wondered if blacksmiths had to deal with hearing damage.

The smell of the forge was sharp and not altogether unpleasant. Although the weather was chilly, the heat of the smoldering coals kept the blacksmith’s shop nice and toasty. The building had an open front, to allow plenty of ventilation, although I saw it actually had folding doors for when he closed up at night. An assortment of tools hung neatly along the side wall, with the forge itself taking up most of the back.

The blacksmith himself was a heavily built man for a goblin, with thick muscle cording his arms. He wore a heavy leather apron over a short-sleeved shirt, which I assumed was that way to help deal with the heat. A sweat-soaked cloth was tied over his head like a bandana, and what I could see of his hair was dark green, almost black.

I didn’t want to interrupt his work, so I leaned against the front of the shop and watched him. I had always found it fascinating how blacksmiths could take a piece of red-hot metal and shape it into something useful, be it a knife or a horseshoe.

He finally noticed me standing there, and after a few more whacks with his hammer, set his things aside. After grabbing a nearby cloth and wiping the sweat from his face, he slowly approached me.

“Can I help you?” he said, not in an entirely unfriendly manner, but his voice suggested he was busy and his time was valuable.

“Yes you can,” I said, reaching into my coin purse. Best to start off on the right foot. I pulled out a gold coin and offered it to him. “I need you to make something for me.”

His eyes widened at the sight of the gold. He reached out and took it, flipping it over in his hands a few times. “Can’t even tell you when I last saw this much money. Name’s Brovar.” He offered me his hand.

I reached out and returned his handshake. Brovar’s palm felt like one solid callous.

“So, what do you need me to make?” Brovar asked.

“I need a tank,” I said. “Like a big barrel, made from steel. Not too thick, as it can’t be overly heavy.” I tried to think of a good way to explain the thickness. In the time I had been here, I still hadn’t wrapped my head around the subtle differences in goblin measurements. “About as thick as the steel in a good breastplate.”

“I can do that,” he said, frowning at me and then at the gold coin. “Considering how much money you’re offering me, I’m guessing there are some specifics you want.”

I nodded. “And you guessed correctly. It needs to be pretty big, maybe four feet long and two feet in diameter, and there can’t be any gaps in it. It must be completely watertight. Here’s the kicker: It needs to have a small opening, so I can pour fluid inside. I then need to be able to seal that opening, and it has to be strong, damn strong.”

Brovar wiped his hand across his face. “You describe this like you have something very specific in mind. Care to draw it?”

He motioned for me to follow him and we walked through his shop, then passed through a side door. After rummaging around through some papers in a nearby table, he produced a mostly blank sheet and set it flat, then fetched a quill. He offered me the quill, an expectant frown upon his face.

I wasn’t very good at drawing, but I sketched my best impression of one of those large propane tanks, the kind that were five or six feet long and two or three in diameter. Fortunately, it was easy to draw.

“And you’re going to fill this up with liquid?” Brovar asked.

“Partially, yes,” I said. “So it has to be sealed tight. Even a tiny hole will ruin everything. It also needs a place where I can pour the liquid in, and a cap to go on it. That cap has to seal tightly, as strong as the rest of the tank.”

He grunted. “I can just heat up the cap in the coals and hammer it on.”

I shook my head. “We can’t use any heat, or the whole thing will explode.”

His eyebrows raised at that. “Just what are you putting in this thing?”

I grinned. “A surprise for Vogrim.”

Brovar grunted again, which turned into a deep chuckle. “Anything to strike back at that son of a bitch. I’d do it for free, but….” He looked down at the gold in his hand. “Well, you’re paying with gold, so I’m glad to help.”

“I also have some ideas to help with transportation,” I said. I tried my best to sketch a set of railroad tracks on the paper, and took a few minutes explaining how the whole system worked.

He studied my drawing intently and focused hard on my words. “You know that would take a lot of steel, right?” he finally asked.

I nodded. “Yeah, more than we have. Fortunately, the orcs have all the steel we could want. I just need to convince them to part with some of it.”

That comment earned me a sharp look from him. “No one likes dealing with the orcs. But then again, no one likes dealing with the elves either, and you’ve been doing that. People are talking about these light boxes they brought. No fuel, no fire, you just touch the top and your whole room lights up. Everyone wants one, elven or not.”

“I’m hoping to get more things like that from them,” I told him. “Actually, I’m trying to get some things from them to help in the fight against Vogrim. We’ll need magic on our side to make it through this alive. Magic and a bit of luck.” I tapped my finger on the drawing of the large fuel tank. “And this.”

“Working with our enemies to help us fight our enemies,” Brovar said. “I can’t say I like it, but we don’t have much else for choices.”

“And we all need to fight together to win this,” I said. “Things are going to be okay, Brovar. Just stay out of the rain, for now. It’s gotten worse.”

He grumbled again. “So I’ve heard. So I’ve heard.” He sighed. “My brother got caught in the rain yesterday. Only for a few seconds as he was hurrying inside his house, but it was enough. He’s in bed now, with a fever and a cough. Like the worst cold I’ve ever seen. I’m just glad he was only in the rain for a few seconds.”

I clapped him on the shoulder. “We’re going to get through this, Brovar. It won’t be easy, but we’ll do it.”

“Well, I’ll get started on this,” he said, tapping his finger on my drawing of the fuel tank.

“Oh, and add two hooks or loops to one end,” I added. “Something we can attach ropes or chains to so we can drag it.”

I would talk the poor man’s ear off about the railroad system if I stayed any longer, so I wished him a good day and left the shop. Unfortunately, his shop was on the opposite side of town when compared to my future house. But that was fine.

I rather enjoyed the long walk through Gillamoor. The trees were mostly bare now, although we hadn’t gotten any snow yet. I didn’t think it was quite cold enough, but without thermometers it was hard to tell. The city had the distinct feeling of late fall, and not just due to the cold wind that bit at my cheeks. Everywhere I looked I saw scarves wrapped around necks and thick cloaks covering shoulders. A few men wore knit hats that reminded me of beanie hats back in my world, except here they were made in every color of the rainbow.

That was another thing I noticed. On Earth, fall and winter were times where people wore brown and black. Things got rather dark and drab. Here, I saw bright yellow dresses and pink cloaks, green jackets and orange hats. It seemed the colder the weather got, the brighter their clothes became. I suddenly felt a bit self-conscious about my dark gray cloak, but that was okay. Bright colors weren’t for me.

After about ten minutes I found myself strolling through Temple Gardens, approaching the building site for our house. The house stood out immediately; two tall stories with a sharply peaked roof, a turret at one corner, and most notably, two sexy goblin beauties standing in front of it.

“Good morning,” I said as I slipped my arms around both Lossia and Cirro. I kissed them each on the cheek and took a look at the house. On the outside, at least, it didn’t look any different. “So, what’s on the agenda for today?” I asked.

“Cirro and I have been drying the wood,” Lossia said. “It’s a slow process, even with magic. We had one board split, so we had to slice it into smaller pieces. Now that you’re here, I think we can start on the kitchen. That’s where Marcus and Thorny are.”

It would be good to see Anna’s brothers. They had been helping us build the house since the beginning. Lossia assured me it was an honor for them to help us out, but I was just grateful for all the assistance.

I took Cirro’s hand and together we followed Lossia through the front door opening. Judging by the door jamb and curved lintel, the front door would be a massive thing with a half-circle top.

It was hard to visualize much of the layout as I stepped inside. Thick stone walls rose towards the sky, many with holes cut out for windows. The first floor was covered in smooth boards, but above us there was nothing but some of the thick logs that acted as floor joists. We followed Lossia through the house to the far back corner, where extra stone had been piled upon the floor.

“The eastern side,” I said, looking out a window. “So Thilli can enjoy the morning sun in her kitchen. Good job, ladies. She’ll really like that.”

“I told you we had the layout all planned,” Cirro said, giving my hand a squeeze. I smiled down at her.

Once we were in the kitchen, we got right to work. I opened myself to my magical well and let Lossia draw through me, and to my surprise she did the same to Cirro.

“Hey, you even said yourself that I need to learn,” she said with a shrug.

I leaned against a nearby stone wall, and Cirro leaned her back against me. I wrapped both arms around her and held her tightly to me with my hands on her stomach. Together, we watched Lossia work.

The way she shaped stone was nothing short of amazing. To hear her explain it, she wasn’t very skilled with detail work, but I watched her take a stone block and curve it as if it were made from clay, then carve a neat little scroll design along the edge. She made several more like it, then they all floated over a massive slab and formed into an arch.

“That’s the hearth,” Cirro explained as I watched.

I immediately saw room for improvement while Lossia built the hearth. I directed her to create a thick chimney rising from the top of the hearth to carry all the smoke away. I remembered reading about that back in high school, that many medieval kitchens were pretty much an open fire without a proper chimney. On the side of the giant hearth, she created two small chambers, one atop the other, for separate baking.

“Thilli will like that for sure,” Cirro said.

“Then she’ll love this,” a man’s voice said from the other side of the kitchen area.

We both turned our heads as Marcus and Thorny pushed a heavy wooden table noisily across the floor. It was a fine table, basic and functional in its design.

“Oh, that is beautiful,” Cirro said, reaching out and running her hands across the top of the table. “Well done, guys. This is the perfect height for kneading dough.”

It suddenly dawned on me that kitchen counters, somewhat modern in design, would be a great help in this kitchen. So far, the large table was the only surface on which to prepare food.

“Lossia, you can reshape the stone, right?” I asked.

She nodded. “It’s not easy, but yes. Why?”

I directed her to reshape some of the granite blocks into a single slab, six feet long, two feet deep, and two inches thick. A perfect countertop. She set it beneath the window, and built four narrow uprights out of stone to hold the slab. We could add in wooden cabinets beneath it later.

“That’s a perfect place for a sink,” I said, pointing to the spot on the counter right beneath the window.

“Let’s move the table over here,” Cirro said, helping Thorny and Marcus slide the table back just a few inches. “That should be just right.”

“This is incredible, guys,” I said, running my hand over the top of the wooden table. It was as smooth as if they had been sanding it all morning.

“That’s all Marcus,” Thorny said. “He’s good at finishing things. I prefer sticking them together.” Marcus shrugged.

I looked down and noticed the complete lack of nails on the table. Each piece was perfectly fitting together with a wooden dowel pressed in place.

“I imagine there’s some magic holding these parts together as well,” I said.

“Oh, that’s half the fun,” Thorny said. He rubbed his hand over the surface of this table. “This was five boards when we started. Now, it’s one. I just used a little magic to convince the pieces they should all be one big chunk.”

I bent down and examined the surface of the table. I could see where the grain changed directions from the original five boards, but they fit together so perfectly it was as if they had been glued and clamped. But, according to Thorny, they were simply one piece now. Incredible.

“This is great,” I said, looking around. “I can’t wait to tell Thilli about it.”

“No!” Lossia and Cirro said together, turning to glare at me.

“Don’t you dare ruin our surprise,” Cirro said.

I held up both hands to fend them off and looked over at Thorny and Marcus. They shrugged and laughed.
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Ihad just enough time after helping with our house to hurry across town and make it to the market district to see Anna. I arrived at the tree we always met at right as she was approaching. She looked so beautiful in her slim skirt and little wire-framed glasses. Although to be fair, her heavy cloak hid most of her, other than her slender legs peeking out with each step.

“Hey, Andrew,” Anna said as she reached out to hug me.

“Hello, beautiful,” I said, squeezing her tightly and kissing the top of her head.

“How is the house coming?” she asked as she leaned back. She looked up at me and smiled, her bright eyes sparkling.

“Really well,” I said. “We worked on the kitchen today. I’m, uh, not allowed to really talk about it yet. But trust me when I say Thilli’s going to love it.”

“I believe you,” Anna said, turning and looping her arm through mine.

Together we slowly walked around the area, not really going anywhere in particular. Honestly, it was just nice having her by my side, her slender body warm against mine. Our cloaks fluttered behind us each time the wind blew.

“How are Virgil and Dalt holding up?” I asked. I didn’t want to broach a potentially difficult topic, but I needed to know they were okay.

Anna let out a sigh before answering. “Not good,” she said. “Better, but still not good. At first, we were concerned they might not wake again. However, they both woke up this morning, but they’re still very weak.”

“And your brothers?” I asked

“Thorny tries to stay positive about it. That’s how he deals with most things. Marcus has been quiet since it happened, though. He tries to hide it, but I know he’s pretty upset.”

“I’ll bet,” I said. “I told the mayor to set up some bells. We need people watching that cloud overhead, as well. Once it turns dark, people need to ring the bells, and loudly enough to be heard across the city so people can hurry inside.”

“Good,” Anna said. “I know we only have to hold out a little while longer before you fight Vogrim. We’re all worried, though.” She looked up at me and smiled. It was only slightly forced. “We all believe in you, Andrew.”

“Don’t worry, honey,” I said. “I’ve got some tricks up my sleeve. And you know me, so you know they’re extra nasty.”

“Care to share any of them?”

I chuckled low in my throat. “Oh, just trying to think of ways to kill half his army at once, that’s all. I’ll need several devastating attacks to catch him off guard and pick away at his numbers, so the force that arrives here is weak enough to be defeated by our defenses. That’s going to take a lot, though, and we don’t really know how big his army is, yet. So we have to plan for the worst.”

Anna shook her head. “I’m glad that’s not my responsibility.”

“I don’t blame you,” I said.

“So, onto more pleasant things,” Anna said as we rounded a corner and slowly walked down a broad street. “What is your vision for our future?”

“Not sure I’m following you,” I said.

She smiled at me. “Three years from now. A scene from our home. Go.”

It was my turn to smile. “Let’s see. The morning sun shines through the kitchen window as Thilli is preparing breakfast. You’re getting ready to head to the school. Lossia tearing her hair out over her rambunctious kid while Cirro laughs with a toddler in each arm and one clutching her leg. We invite Nerras, Ozee, and Kless over to join us and we all sit around a huge table, taking turns eating and chasing the children around. It’s absolute chaos, but we’re all happy.”

“That does sound nice,” she said. “Maybe you can hold some kind of celebration once per year where all the women bring the children you fathered so you can see them.”

“That would be nice,” I said. “That would take a while though.”

“What are you at?” Anna asked.

I did some quick math in my head. “I’m not entirely sure, to be honest. Over two hundred, definitely. I think I’m approaching two hundred fifty.”

“And enough time has passed that some of them are beginning to show signs of pregnancy,” Anna said.

“Yeah, like Prazzi and Cirro,” I said, then looked down at Anna. “Maybe you, in a month or two.”

“Maybe,” Anna said with a smile. “Did you ever think that some women might have twins?”

“Oh, jeeze,” I said. “Who knows how many kids I’ll have.”

“Thilli wants you to have a thousand,” Anna said. “That would be enough to truly change us. To create a new, stronger generation.”

“She’s really dedicated to that ideal,” I said. “Sometimes, I find it kind of odd when the women I love are pushing me to sleep with more and more women.”

Anna shrugged. “It’s certainly not a normal situation, but then again you are saving our entire species.”

“True.”

Anna was silent for a moment. “So, what do you think about Thilli?”

“Thilli?” I asked. “I love her like crazy, why do you ask?”

“No, I mean for me,” Anna said.

I couldn’t help but feel a pang of sadness for Anna. “I think what she said today summed it up nicely. She loves you and you’re very dear to her, and you two might kiss once in a while, but she’s ultimately just not into women.”

Anna frowned prettily. “Yeah, I just keep hoping. I suppose I’ll just have to learn to deal with you, then.” She gave me a wink and a playful grin.

“Hey, I wanted to ask you about that,” I said. “It seems an awful lot of goblin women are bisexual. As in, most of you.”

Anna looked up at me, waiting for me to finish. “So what was your question?”

I laughed. “Why are so many goblin women that way? I suppose I’m just not used to it. Back in my world it was a small minority of women that were that way. Not that I’m complaining, of course.”

“Andrew, remember what we’ve been dealing with for five years,” Anna explained. “If we want pleasure in the bedroom, there’s only one real way to get it. After Vogrim’s curse, men can’t do that anymore, and sadly, not a lot of them care to use their mouths like you do. So, we naturally gravitated towards each other.”

“That actually makes sense,” I said. It appeared this curse of Vogrim’s had one rather awesome side effect, at least as far as I was concerned. Lucky me.

“Once Vogrim is dead and the poison rain gone, it’ll take a while for things to go back to normal,” Anna said quietly. “Sometimes I wonder if they ever will. I suppose it’s a good thing you’re here getting everyone pregnant, because Vogrim has inadvertently created a generation of lesbians.” She barked a laugh.

“Yeah, I imagine our future will be an interesting one full of changes,” I said. I just hoped most of those changes would be for the better. “I’m just trying to make sure it’ll be peaceful.”

Anna looked up at me. “You say that like you expect something to happen,” she said. “Something other than Vogrim?”

I pursed my lips, not really wanting to stress her out any. “There are some elves that want to come over here and enslave everyone again. To put the goblins back where they belong, I think is how they put it. Fortunately, it’s a small majority and currently just talk.”

Anna shook her head. “I never understood how an entire nation of people could be so horrible. So awful, down to their core beliefs.”

“Hopefully that’ll change as well,” I said. “Elidyr actually apologized to both Thilli and Lossia. If that sentiment spreads…. Who knows. I don’t suppose we’ll get an official apology from their emperor, but I think that’s what it’ll take to really heal things between us.”

Despite the dark topic, Anna smiled. “I like how you use words like ‘us’ and ‘our people.’ You really consider yourself one of us.”

“Of course I do,” I said, stopping near an alley. I pulled her two steps inside and held her tightly. “I love you ladies, and I’m spending the rest of my life with you. Your people are my people.” And I bent down and kissed her.

Anna reached out and gently rubbed her hand against my crotch, immediately bringing me to fully erect. She smiled against my lips. “It’s a shame we can’t take care of this right now.”

“I know,” I groaned. “It’s swollen again, and I need release. It’s okay, though. I imagine Thilli has a dozen women waiting for me at the temple.”

“That’s the spirit,” Anna said, pulling me back out into the street.

Fortunately, my cloak hid my erection. Together, we walked back to the market district, and stopped beneath the tree. There, we held each other for a while, not talking, just enjoying each other’s presence.

“So, I’ll see you at dinner time tonight,” I said. “Be ready for a little surprise.”

“Are you going to give me any clues?” Anna asked. “Any hints?”

“Nope,” I said, bending down to kiss her. “Love you.”

“Oh, you big meanie,” Anna said, laughing. She kissed me back. “I love you, Andrew. I’ll see you soon.”

After that, I hurried back across town to the temple. By that time I knew the path like the back of my hand. Such a strange saying, really. To be honest I didn’t really know what the back of my hand looked like. I mean, it was just a hand, after all.

I walked up the broad stone stairs to the temple and stopped just inside the door. A half dozen women were inside the sanctuary, some in pews and some kneeling in front of Zozella’s statue.

I watched as Prazzi, hand on her stomach, approached one of the women. They talked for a moment, their faces all smiles, and the other woman reached out and placed her hand on Prazzi’s stomach as well. They looked so happy over such a simple thing.

But then again, I had to remind myself that this wasn’t such a simple thing. My mind still thought of things as just me impregnating a bunch of beautiful women. I had to remind myself that their entire race was destined to die out until I showed up. Every woman impregnated was a miracle, and a light of hope in the darkness.

I walked up to the two women right as they embraced each other. Not wanting to interrupt their moment, I stood a few feet away. When they released each other, Prazzi noticed me standing there and reached out for me.

“I was just letting her feel my stomach,” Prazzi said, wiping her eyes. She looked up at me and beamed a smile.

“I can’t wait,” the other woman said. Her face was flush with excitement.

“Come here, Prazzi,” I said, and I pulled her into a tight hug.

We held each other for a moment and she sighed against me as I kissed the top of her head. Kneeling in front of her, I gently opened the front of her dress and placed my hands on her stomach, then leaned forwards and kissed it.

“I love you, little baby,” I said quietly. “I can’t wait to meet you once all this is done.”

It was that moment I made a decision. I still had plenty of things I needed to handle, but as I felt that swell of love in my chest, I decided to devote every bit of effort to bringing more goblin children into this world. I was going to make sure my people not only survived, but thrived. Tomorrow I wasn’t going to leave my room unless I absolutely had to. I was just going to focus on the women.

I stood up and kissed Prazzi’s forehead, then turned to the other woman. She was a beautiful thing, the muscles in her shoulders marking her as one of Zozella’s Daughters. Her hair was bright pink, like bubblegum, and her eyes a shade of greenish-blue that reminded me of Caribbean waters. Her dress was like Prazzi’s in that it was robe-like and easily shed.

“Hello, Andrew,” she said, her voice high and sweet. “I’m Arushi.”

She offered me her hand and I kissed the backs of her fingers. She blushed. I held her hand in mine and looked into her beautiful eyes.

“Are you ready?” I asked.

She blinked and suddenly looked uncertain. “I—we are supposed to spend the day in prayer before joining with you tonight. We must stay close to Zozella.”

I smiled at her and scooped her up into my arms. “Don’t worry. I can promise you she’ll be okay with this.

Arushi rubbed her finger along my arm as I carried her to my room. Even through my jacket, the diameter of my upper arms was impressive. “They said you were strong.”

“Is that so?” I asked, opening the door with my boot.

“They say a lot of things about you,” she replied, then suddenly blushed. “Don’t worry. They’re all good things.”

My balls felt like they were going to burst, so I carried her straight to the bed and gently laid her upon it. As soon as she was out of my arms, I pulled my boots off and started removing my clothes. She watched me for a moment, then kicked off her slippers and stood in front of me. She untied her dress and let it slide to the floor, exposing her toned body.

She had the same hard lines and strong muscles that I had come to associate with the women of Zozella’s Daughters, but with much larger breasts. I was in heaven.

“So, how do you want to start?” she asked, sitting on the edge of the bed. She slid back a few inches and spread her legs wide. “Like this?”

I laughed, the situation suddenly appearing slightly silly to me. “I would love to start like that,” I said.

I took a step closer to her and spat on my fingertips, then wiped it on the head of my cock. I lined that up with her tight little hole and began working it inside. She closed her eyes and smiled as I slowly pushed in deeper and deeper.

“They also said you were quite big, and that sex with you felt amazing. I see they told the truth,” she said.

After opening her eyes, she reached out for me with both hands. I leaned forwards so she could wrap her arms around me and we kissed. My hands went to her narrow waist as I gently thrust inside her.

“Are you ready?” she asked, looking into my eyes.

“Uh, what?” I asked.

Her face suddenly scrunched and I felt her pelvic floor muscles clamp down around me. Holy shit, this woman must have sat around for the past month doing kegels all day and night and little else.

“Now, fuck me good and hard,” she demanded, still squeezing me. “Some of the other women bragged about how fast they made you cum, and I want to ensure I beat all of them.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. The entire notion that these women prided themselves in how quickly they could get me off was somewhere between hilarious and awesome. Before she could feel that I was laughing at her, I leaned forwards and kissed her.

“Okay, you asked for it,” I said, gently placing a hand behind her neck as we kissed.

With my other hand, I grabbed onto her hip and pulled her ass to the edge of the bed. While standing there, I worked my cock in and out of her a few times, full length, ensuring she was ready. She kept squeezing her pelvic floor muscles like she was putting my dick in a chokehold.

Then, keeping a tight grip on her, I began pounding her hard and fast. And I mean, I really let her have it. The sound of our flesh striking echoed off the stone walls. She grunted with me, both of her hands going to my face and holding it against hers. Our kiss was rough and sloppy, her tongue pushing into my mouth and mine into hers. She licked my lips and almost bit me.

I bent forwards, pushing her back against the bed, and kept slamming myself into her. As tightly as she was squeezing me, I think I came in less than two minutes. And let me tell you what, that was probably the best two minutes of my life.

I tried to moan but she kept my mouth against hers. Both of my hands went to her waist and I held her in place, pressing myself full-depth into her each time my muscles clenched and I squirted my seed deep inside her.

“By Zozella, don’t you dare stop,” she said, lying back and pulling me with her.

I laid forwards on top of her, pushing myself in her as I finished my orgasm. At her urging, I kept working myself in and out of her, even as I grew soft.

“You might need some cleaning up,” I said, leaning up and kissing her on the tip of her little button nose.

“I can feel it running down my ass,” she said with a laugh. “Oh, thank you, Andrew. That was wonderful. That was truly wonderful.”

She reached out with both arms and pulled me back down on top of her and we kissed. Her legs joined in, holding me tightly against her, and we rolled around on top of the bed for a few minutes, just kissing and holding each other.

Eventually she released me and I rolled off of her. She kept her hand in mine for a moment, then sat up. Looking down between her legs, she laughed.

“Wow,” she said. “How can one man have so much seed?”

“You can thank Zozella for that,” I said, lying back with my hands behind my head.

She pushed herself off the bed and began walking across the room. “Ugh, it’s between my ass cheeks.”

“I can do something with that if you’d like,” I said.

She stopped and turned back to me, clearly considering it. “I won’t lie. Your offer is tempting,” she said. “But I know the others are waiting for their turn.”

I slid off the bed and padded across the floor behind her. Together, we went to the washstand, where a pile of fresh, clean washcloths were neatly folded. We cleaned ourselves up, then hugged each other tightly again.

I kissed the top of her head. “Let me know as soon as you learn you’re pregnant,” I told her.

“I will,” she said, smiling up at me.

She went onto her toes and kissed me again, then held me tightly, leaning her head against my bare chest. I let my hand slide down to her ass and gave it a squeeze. She giggled.

As she walked in front of me to the door, I watched her incredible body for a moment, and once again reminded myself just how fortunate I was. I found myself thinking about how all of these women had such different bodies, but all of them felt incredible in my arms.

She pulled her dress closed as she walked out of the room. I stood in the doorway for a moment, fully naked and partially erect again from watching her. Several of the women noticed me standing there. Their eyes lingered on my body, some interested, some excited, some nervous.

“Who’s next?” I asked.
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When the last woman left my room, I was exhausted but at least my balls had shrunk to a somewhat normal size. The feeling of pressure down there was gone as well.

I stood in the doorway for a moment, leaning against the frame and just watching the empty sanctuary. My eyes fell upon the statue of Zozella, with a body as perfect as Lossia’s except for four arms. Plus, she was like seven feet tall. The height of the statue somehow disguised her thickness; she actually looked to be rather short, with deliciously thick thighs. I had never looked at the goddess in a sexual manner before, but I briefly found myself wondering what it would be like. Of course, I immediately started to get an erection. I laughed, then went back into my room to grab some clothes. As flawless as she was, I didn’t want to go there.

I did, however, want to thank her. Every time I knelt in front of her I thanked her, and I was afraid my words would become dull and routine, but I always wanted to ensure I spent a few minutes letting her know I was appreciative. I pulled on some breeches and grabbed a shirt, then slipped it on as I left my room.

The tile floor was cold on my bare feet, which helped me focus on reality. That was hard sometimes; each day felt like a dream, or some kind of fantasy. I went straight to the statue of Zozella and knelt in front of her, pointedly ignoring her perfectly shaped, massive breasts. They were the size of my head.

I reached out and placed a hand on her foot, then offered a prayer. Or at least, my version of one.

“Hey,” I said quietly. “Sorry, still not very good at this whole praying thing.”

“It’s okay, Andrew,” her voice boomed in my head, sounding amused.

“I just wanted you to know that I’m doing my best with the gifts you’ve given me. I don’t know how many women I’ll be able to impregnate, but I promise I’ll try my hardest.” My eyes traveled up her slender legs and I stopped myself.

“Oh, Andrew,” she said, her voice filled with laughter. To my surprise, one of her hands reached down and she gently laid a finger beneath my chin. She lifted, and I stood with her.

I blinked. While previously, her statue had been clothed, it was now fully nude. Words couldn’t even begin to describe the perfection of her body. Even having four arms somehow seemed more erotic than strange.

“Is this what you wanted to see?” she asked.

I looked up at her and saw she was giving me an amused smile. Her lips were full and curved, her eyes large…and it dawned on me that she was what goblins looked like originally. Minus the four arms, of course. That was how goblins looked before the elves bred with them. Her ears were slightly larger than I was used to, and shaped differently. Her eyes were larger, although not out of place. Her curves were stronger, in a way that suggested she was short, even though her statue towered over me. Those thighs were deliciously thick, her bottom full and round, as were her breasts.

“You are so beautiful,” I whispered without realizing it. And to make the situation even worse, I suddenly found myself incredibly hard, so much that my cock strained at my pants.

“You’re rather handsome yourself,” Zozella said. “I’m a goddess, though, Andrew. You would die if you even tried. Your human body wouldn’t be able to handle me.”

In that moment, it suddenly felt worth it.

I didn’t realize I had spoken those words out loud until Zozella laughed.

“You are a delight sometimes, Andrew,” she said.

And then, surprising the hell out of me, she stepped off her stone platform and stood right in front of me. I only came up to her breasts, which I’ll admit was just about perfect.

I glanced around the sanctuary, seeing if anyone else was here to witness this. It would likely be considered a miracle. The room was empty, though. It was just the goddess and me.

Her stone skin flickered and faded right in front of me. The grays and flecks of granite became a smooth green color, a shade darker than the goblins I was used to. Her eyes were the brightest blue, like the sky over Montana. Her hair was black, like Thilli’s. The naked goddess knelt in front of me, placing our heads at the same level.

“You’re perfect,” I said, reaching out and caressing her cheek.

The moment my hand touched her, warmth flowed through my skin. My heart sped up. Everything around me seemed clearer, colors were brighter, sounds were sharper.

She leaned forwards and wrapped her four arms around me, pulling me in for a tight embrace. Without thinking, my hands went right to her massive breasts and squeezed them. She laughed softly, then leaned in and kissed me.

My head immediately felt like it was going to explode as her tongue pushed into my mouth. I blinked through the blinding pleasure that threatened to pop my head like a balloon and kissed her back. My hand went to the back of her head and my fingers tangled in her hair. I kept my grip there and held her face next to mine, craving more of her even though it bordered on pain. My other hand squeezed one of her huge breasts again.

Two of her hands slid down my body and went to my crotch. With the flick of her fingers, the front of my breeches unlaced themselves. Then, her hands slid along the length of my cock, both of them gripping it and engulfing it.

It was too much for me to handle. My entire body shook and spasmed as I immediately orgasmed, spraying lines of cum all over her hands. I came so hard I nearly passed out, and waves of pleasure crashed through my body harder than I thought possible. Colors swam in my vision, and Zozella’s tongue was there, pushing against mine, kissing me as I struggled not to faint.

She released me and I nearly fell backwards. My body twitched a few more times and I shot another line of cum onto the tile floor. Zozella waited patiently until I was done orgasming, then leaned forwards and placed a gentle kiss upon my forehead.

“As I said, your human body wouldn’t be able to handle it,” she said to me softly. “I decided to give you the tiniest taste, as my own way of thanking you for all that you’ve done. I know it’s not as easy as many would think.”

“Holy shit,” I said, holding onto the back of the nearest pew for support. “I clearly need to become a god.”

Zozella laughed and stepped back onto the stone platform. Her green skin once again became stone and her clothes reappeared, but she continued smiling at me.

“I see how you treat my daughters, Andrew,” she said. “It pleases me to see you using my gifts to show them warmth and affection. To see you giving them love, and not just mating with them.” She flicked her fingers and the globs of cum on her hands and arms disappeared, as did the spots on the floor.

My head still swam from the mind-blowing orgasm she had given me at a mere touch. Her words made sense, though; barely a touch and I felt ready to pass out. I wouldn’t be able to handle anything more than that.

“Let me know if you’re free this weekend,” I said without thinking.

Zozella laughed. “Oh, Andrew. I probably shouldn’t have done that; Selemis is strongly against physical interactions with mortals beyond the occasional blessing. But, it’s nice to show appreciation for someone that’s worked so hard to save my people.”

“I’m sorry they won’t be goblins anymore,” I said. “I mean, I just learned they’re all part elf. Now, my human blood will change them even further.”

“It is what it is,” she said, a trace of sadness in her voice. “My people are strong, and doing what they must to survive. While they may have changed physically, they are still goblins where it counts.” She placed a hand over her breast, right where her heart was. “I would rather they have the blood of a human hero in their veins than die out.”

“Good point,” I said, and suddenly realized my breeches were still unlaced. After tucking myself back into my pants, I quickly laced them. Then, I knelt in front of Zozella and placed a hand on her foot again. “Thank you, though. Really. For everything. Oh—I’m sorry, I just can’t help but think of this. What would happen if we were to, uh, mate?”

“Well, you would certainly die,” she said. “However, your seed would be in me, and if I allowed it, then it would grow into a living being. I would eventually birth a demi-god. A being that would exist in the world of both gods and men. He or she would be immortal as well as incredibly powerful, but not as much as a god or goddess.”

“The way you say that makes me think it’s happened before,” I said.

“It is very rare,” she said. “That is something strictly forbidden. However, there have been a few times in history where lines have been crossed, and these beings were brought forth. But that’s a story for another time, Andrew. You should rest.”

She was right. I bent forward and kissed her feet—it just felt right, showing her that level of respect, especially now—then pushed myself up. I immediately found that I could barely stand.

On shaky legs, I half-stumbled into my room. Small wisps of pleasure still flickered in my brain, as if the memories of that orgasm were better than whatever was happening now. I pulled myself to the bed and laid down, then immediately fell asleep.

Two hours later, the sound of the door opening woke me. My wives walked into the room, looking as beautiful as ever. To my surprise, Thilli walked in holding Anna’s hand. Anna looked on top of the world and kept flashing smiles at the taller woman. Thilli looked, well, like she was holding her best friend’s hand. I suppose they had found a compromise.

“I hope you’re not too tired for this surprise you told us about,” Lossia said when she saw me lying on the bed.

I took a deep breath, then sat up. I felt almost hungover after that ridiculous orgasm, but it was good to see my wives. They all greeted me with hugs and kisses as I crossed the room to them, but after that I pulled the door open and called for Prazzi.

“Are you okay?” Cirro asked. “You look like you just ran around the city a dozen times.”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I said. They’ll bring everything in a few minutes. Go ahead and relax.” I took a seat and gestured for them to do the same.

They all found places to sit, Thilli, Anna, and Cirro in chairs, and Lossia on Cirro’s lap. Everyone seemed in a good mood this evening, which was great considering how tense things were getting. I tried not to think about it.

“So, are you ready to tell us what this surprise is?” Lossia asked as she wrapped an arm around Cirro. Doing so pushed her breasts right in Cirro’s face, which brought a big smile from her.

“You’ll just have to see,” I said. “Any minute, now.”

Shortly after that, Prazzi opened our door and walked in with several servants behind her. One of them brought a folding table, upon which four platters of food were laid out.

“We did the best with what we were able to find,” Prazzi said. “I hope it’s sufficient.”

“Oh, that looks and smells fantastic,” I said to her. “Thank you, Prazzi.”

“What happened to your bread?” Anna asked, poking a finger at it.

“Nothing,” I said as I picked one piece up and set it on my plate. “This is called a tortilla.” I began adding other ingredients from the different plates and bowls as I explained. “Onto this we add a scoop of rice, some of these spiced beans, and a serving of meat. Turns out you guys don’t really do tomatoes up here, especially this late in the year, but Prazzi had some peppers that are almost exactly like bell peppers, so we were able to make something very similar to salsa. A bit of shredded cheese, some of this fancy lettuce, and then you roll it up. It’s just a shame you don’t have avocados here, because some fresh guacamole would be amazing.”

They all watched intently as I rolled up my burrito and took a bite. The differences in ingredients here made it taste much different than I was used to, but it was still fantastic. I got a kick out of watching my wives fumble through rolling their tortillas, and finally rolled all theirs for them. Honestly, I couldn’t blame them. It was a learned skill.

“Hey, this is great,” Cirro said after she had taken a bite. “What did you say this is called?”

“A burrito,” I said. I was already halfway done with mine, and eyeing the plates for more.

“Is this how your people eat in your world?” Thilli asked, taking a delicate bite of her burrito, which was the size of her forearm.

“It’s from a different place, originally,” I explained. “More than a thousand miles away from where I grew up. But over the years, food from every place, every culture has spread around the world. Burritos are especially popular.”

“I can see why,” Cirro said, taking another bite. “You could fill this strange flat bread with all sorts of things.”

“And we do exactly that,” I said, standing. “Hold on a second.”

I left the room while my wives continued to eat and sought out Prazzi. Fortunately the sanctuary was nearly empty; no women sat there waiting for me. I had instructed Prazzi earlier to have a couple women ready the next morning, but tonight was for my wives. While I was trying my hardest to get my numbers up, I also had to make sure I took time to keep my wives feeling special.

Prazzi was nearby, as usual. The woman never seemed to leave the temple. It dawned on me that she probably lived there.

“How was it?” she asked.

“Oh, just fantastic,” I said. “You’ve got to try some yourself. I’m here for a different reason, though. First, I need some wine for us all. And second, do you have any games?”

“Games? Like what children play?” she asked.

“I don’t know what you would call it. Back in my world, we had these things called board games that people would play. Not necessarily children; they had plenty of them for adults as well. Look, I just want something fun to do.”

She smiled at me. “I think I know what you mean. We have several things like that. Go back and enjoy your time with your wives, Andrew. I’ll bring everything in a few minutes.”

Shortly after I returned to the room, Prazzi and another servant came by with a pitcher of wine and several games. They had something like chess, but with simpler rules. The board, however, was quite different; hexagonal instead of square. Thilli spent some time teaching me and Cirro while Lossia and Anna played their own game on a separate board.

We spent the rest of the evening that way, playing games and sipping on wine. In such tense times when it sometimes felt like life was slowly crumbling all around us, it was good to see my wives laugh and play. Cirro and Lossia made out like high schoolers half the time, and Thilli even relaxed enough to plant a kiss on Anna’s cheek at one point. I thought the woman was going to have a heart attack after that.

We went to sleep that night with light hearts.
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The moment I woke the next morning, I was immediately grateful I had asked Prazzi to have a couple women ready and waiting.

“Holy shit,” I groaned.

“Are you okay?” Thilli asked sleepily as she lifted her head from my shoulder.

“My balls!” I said. Deep down, I knew it was funny. But at the time, it was pretty uncomfortable. At this point I was afraid I was going to get stretch marks on my nutsack.

I gently pushed Anna off my leg so I could throw the blanket down and bare myself. Just as I expected, my balls were swollen to ridiculous proportions. My morning wood could have drilled through a brick wall.

“Oh, wow,” Thilli said, rubbing her eyes. “Are you okay? That looks like it hurts.”

I looked over at her, my face strained.

“Lossia. Lossia!” Thilli said, reaching across me and waking the purple-haired beauty. “There should be some women waiting outside. Tell them to come in.”

“Thanks for remembering,” I said.

“Don’t worry, my love,” Thilli said. “We all love you, and we’re here to take care of you.”

“Wh—huh?” Anna said as she woke. She looked up at me, then over at my erection and softball-sized scrotum right next to her and laughed. “I’m sorry, Andrew, I probably shouldn’t laugh at that.”

Lossia slid out from beneath Cirro’s arm and crawled off the bed. Of course my eyes went right to her ass as she crawled away from me, which somehow made my erection even firmer.

“As I said, Andrew,” Thilli said as she crawled over to my engorged member. “We’re here to take care of you.” She smiled, then took it into her mouth, sucking me from base to tip as she often did.

The sensation was absolutely mind-blowing. I laid my head back and just enjoyed her mouth for a while. Only a few minutes later, though, Lossia was leading a beautiful young woman across our room and towards the bed.

Much to my surprise, she wasn’t one of Zozella’s Daughters. Perhaps they had run out of them in Gillamoor, or perhaps they just weren’t morning people. She was a petite woman with perky breasts and round hips that led to strong thighs. Her hair was copper orange, like she was from Scotland. Interestingly enough, her eyes were the same color.

“This is Druvee,” Lossia said to me as she helped the woman out of her dress. “As you can see, Druvee, he really needs to cum. You’ll probably only have to ride him for a few minutes for him to finish, especially with Thilli warming him up.”

“Okay,” Druvee said, her face flushing. She flashed me a smile, then looked over at Lossia. “I’m excited.”

Lossia laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. “You should be,” she said with a smile.

Druvee looked at the bed for a moment, slightly crowded with four people on it. That didn’t deter her, though. She climbed up at the bed and knelt at my feet, watching for a moment as Anna and Thilli took turns sucking on me.

“Can I join in?” she asked.

Thilli stepped aside, while Anna reached out with a slender arm and pulled her down to my crotch. Anna took me all the way to her throat, then raised her head and motioned for Druvee to try. The redhead was cautious at first, in that manner that told me it was her first time. Her gag reflex was healthy and strong, she found out after a few deep slurps, so she focused on sucking on the end of my dick while Anna ran her tongue up and down the shaft.

“Uh oh, I don’t think he can take much more of that,” Anna said with a grin as she looked up at me.

Druvee stopped sucking and knelt between my legs with her hand wrapped around my shaft. She looked confused for a brief moment, as if uncertain how to continue. Fortunately, Anna guided her forwards and had her straddle me.

“Lean forwards,” Anna said to her, bending her over. “A bit more. There.” She leaned forwards and ran her tongue along Druvee’s pussy, bringing a giggle from the younger woman. “I think he’ll enjoy you quite a bit.”

Thilli usually didn’t participate like the others, but she was suddenly there at Druvee’s side, helping the woman guide her hips back while Anna gripped my cock and lined it up. Thilli gently pushed on the woman’s round hips and smiled as I started pumping my hips up and down. She sat back after that and watched, almost as if she were just simply appreciating what was happening.

Anna, on the other hand, left her hands on Druvee’s body. Her hands caressed and squeezed the woman’s backside as she rode me. She left one hand on the woman’s ass while her other one slid across her stomach and up to her breast, which she squeezed.

Druvee bit her bottom lip and moaned. Her eyes darted around to the other women on the bed, but they all smiled at her.

“It feels great, doesn’t it?” Lossia said, crawling onto the bed behind her. Her hands rubbed on Druvee’s back.

“You’re doing a great job,” Cirro said, ever the pleasant one. “Wow, you’re a pretty thing, too. Can I kiss you?”

“Please,” Druvee said, her voice faint and breathless. She reached out with both arms. I was suddenly reminded of how Anna had explained to me that most goblin women were currently bisexual.

“Lucky you,” Cirro said to me as she straddled my stomach, facing Druvee. Of course, that put her ass right there on my chest and gave me a pretty awesome view. She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Druvee and the two of them kissed while I continued my work. Anna and Lossia kissed and caressed other parts of Druvee’s body, and even Thilli kept her hands on the woman’s hips, helping her ride me.

I reached out and slapped both hands on Cirro’s magnificent ass and gave those cheeks a squeeze. She responded by wiggling her hips at me.

Fortunately, I didn’t have to wait very long for release. With my wives helping her, Druvee rode me hard and fast, and soon I was past the point of no return. I squeezed Cirro’s butt as I came. Everyone called out and moaned with me, encouraging Druvee to be free and loud.

The Mount St. Helens eruption was probably smaller than the amount of cum I blasted into Druvee. I came so hard my entire body shook. My muscles clenched and flexed as I squirted cum deep into her again and again. It just never seemed to stop. I was halfways surprised I didn’t blast her off of me like a rocket.

“I want the last of it,” Thilli said, gently pushing Druvee aside.

The petite woman rolled off of me and Thilli took me into her mouth, swallowing the last of my orgasm.

The rest of my wives swarmed all over Druvee and showered her with kisses and hugs. I wasn’t sure where all of that came from, but it was kind of nice to see. Cirro made sure to back her ass up a bit further before moving, giving me a good view of her treasures.

“That was amazing,” Druvee said breathlessly. She looked down between her legs. “By the gods, there’s so much of it!”

“I know, isn’t that great?” Thilli asked as she swallowed my final drop of semen. She wiped her lip with a finger and winked at me.

“I can’t wait to do that again,” Druvee said. She looked over at me and Cirro laughed.

“Don’t worry, sugar, you will,” Cirro said. “Once Andrew defeats Vogrim and the cursed rain goes away, things will go back to normal. Then, you can do that all you want. Just make sure you keep some forkleaf tea handy.” Her, Anna, and Lossia took turns kissing Druvee, then they helped her off the bed.

Thilli laid back against my shoulder and threw a slender leg across mine. “I do honestly enjoy that,” she said. “I know you have to save most of it for other women, but I’m always glad when I get a taste.”

“You’re something else, you know that?” I said, wrapping my arms around her.

We cuddled on the bed for a minute, with her cheek pressed against mine.

“Have you thought of any names?” I asked, placing my hand on her stomach.

“Not yet,” she said. “It’s still so early. I probably won’t show for another two months.”

“Cirro’s already showing,” I said.

“She’ll probably have a big baby,” Thilli said. “Or maybe twins. I guess we’ll have to wait and see. Every woman shows differently.”

A knock came at the door, interrupting our moment. Lossia answered, then pushed the door closed again. She grabbed a robe for herself, and after a few words the other women did as well. Druvee pulled her dress back on. The door opened again and a young soldier stepped into the room.

“Is everything alright?” I asked, sitting up.

“Yes, it is,” he said, turning to me. “I was instructed to tell you that the elves are on their way. Our scouts report that it’s the same ones that have been trading with us for a few weeks.”

“Perfect,” I said. “Thank you.”

The soldier bowed his head, then turned and left the room.

“I suppose it’s time for me to get ready, then,” I said, pulling myself off of Thilli. “My balls still ache a bit though. These things are beyond ridiculous.” I looked down at my huge nuts. They were in the way, plain and simple.

“Fortunately, we have a solution for that,” Lossia said as she went back to the door. She returned a moment later with a woman that could have been Cirro’s more slender sister.

She led the woman over to me, and after a brief introduction and some hugs, we went straight to business. Fortunately, she wasn’t overly concerned about making passionate love—she just wanted to get pregnant. She laid back on the bed and spread her thighs and I got right to it, pumping a round into her. Due to Zozella’s blessing, it didn’t take me very long.

I took a moment to hold her tightly afterwards with my cock still buried inside her. That was the best feeling. We kissed, then I helped her off the bed.

“Are you going to be there with me again today?” Lossia asked as she stepped into the bathtub.

“Of course,” I replied as I grabbed a washrag. Fortunately I wasn’t too dirty, so a quick wipe down did the trick.

Another knock came at the door. Man, I was popular this morning.

“Come in,” I said.

The door didn’t open, but I heard a strange sound on the other side. I went over to the door and pulled it open.

Trina stood there, arms wrapped around herself. She looked up at me, eyes red as if she had been crying.

“Trina, are you alright?” I asked, reaching out to her. Who would have made this sweet woman cry? The thought of anyone harming her made me want to grab my sword.

“Oh, Andrew,” she said, and her voice broke. She leaned her face against my shoulder and sobbed.
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My mind reeled at the possibilities of what might have happened to her. I held her tightly against me while my wives approached. Lossia gently stroked the back of Trina’s hair and Anna hugged her from behind.

“Are you ready to tell me what’s going on?” I asked, keeping my voice soft.

Trina took a deep breath and sighed, then nodded against my chest. She finally pulled away from me and used her cloak to dab at her eyes. She didn’t look sad, which I considered a plus. Just…stressed.

“Everything’s alright,” Lossia said. “Whatever is wrong, we’re here for you.”

Trina looked over at Lossia and smiled. “You’re a sweet one, you know that. I hope she turns out like you.”

My stomach lurched and my heart skipped a beat. What?

Trina looked up at me through her long lashes. “I’m old enough to recognize the signs, you know. I didn’t think it was even possible, at my age. I mean, I’m nearly seventy! This is certainly unexpected. To be honest, I was just enjoying our time together and grateful you would spend time with an old maid like me.” She smiled at Lossia. “And you too. All of you have shown me such love. Thank you.”

Cirro gave her a confused look. “Trina, are you saying—”

“I’m pregnant,” Trina said.

Lossia let out a high-pitched squeal and threw her arms around Trina. Anna and Cirro were only a second behind, and even Thilli joined in the group hug.

“When did you find out?” I asked.

“It dawned on me this morning, when I found myself throwing up,” she said. “The second day in a row. Plus, these things have grown some,” she said as she squeezed one of her large breasts. “Honestly, I thought I had simply gained some weight. I’ve been eating like a bird and walking every day but they still grew. Not hard to figure out what happened.” She looked up at me. “Judging by the timing, it probably happened the first time we were together.”

I blinked. That was not what I had been expecting when I saw her in the doorway. “Trina, I don’t know what to say. I know we joked about it a bunch, but I was also halfway convinced it just wasn’t going to happen.”

She laughed. “I’m pretty sure you put enough seed in me to plant a forest, Andrew. Don’t worry, I enjoyed every second of it.”

“We are so happy for you,” Cirro said, hugging Trina again. She kissed her on the cheek, and Lossia joined in, and then Anna, and soon we were all hugging her again.

“We’ll all be pregnant together,” Anna said, smiling broadly as the group hug put her face right between Trina’s massive breasts. “Well, except for Lossia, but she’ll get there.”

“What’s this?” Trina asked, looking at the purple-haired beauty.

“I just haven’t….” Lossia began. “I—I’m afraid.”

Trina gave her a flat look. “You’re one of the Mothers of a New Age.”

“I know!” Lossia said. “And I was ready to do it, but then when Andrew first met us he said he wanted all of us to fall in love because he wanted to marry us. I just want it to be special.”

“Are you telling me you haven’t experienced this young man’s gift?” Trina asked, sounding incredulous.

“No, I have,” Lossia said. “Just in…other ways.”

“Other ways?” Trina asked.

Cirro reached out and grabbed Trina’s round bottom and gave it a squeeze. “You know,” she said. “Other ways.”

“Ohhhhh,” Trina said, blushing. “Well, nothing wrong with that. I won’t lie, it feels pretty incredible. Especially since Andrew knows to ease it in slowly before picking up the pace. Most guys get too excited and try to rush it.”

“You see, Thilli?” Cirro asked, nudging the taller woman.

“Nope,” Thilli said, although her lips twitched into a smile.

“It’s okay, I’ll do it for you,” Cirro said.

“Oh, honey, you need to just do it,” Trina said to Lossia. “Trust me, it’ll be special. Everything is special with this young man. And you two already love each other. What are you waiting for?”

“Easy, easy,” I said, placing a hand on Trina’s shoulder. “She’s just not ready yet. It’s okay.”

Lossia gave me a thankful smile. “I promise I’ll get there, Andrew. I just want to plan it.”

“It’s okay, honey,” I said. I leaned forward and kissed her and my hand reached around and squeezed her bottom. I gave her a wink, and she blushed.

“We’re all very happy for you,” Thilli said to Trina.

“It still doesn’t quite feel real,” Trina said. “The last time I was pregnant was nearly forty years ago. I’m a grandmother!”

We all laughed and hugged her again, smothering her with as much love as we could. That was the best way to start the day; with love. Love, and another kid.

“Do you have any names picked out?” I asked.

“Of course not,” Trina scoffed. “I’m too old to get pregnant, why would I have any names picked out?” She laughed, then hugged me again. “You have given me so much happiness, Andrew. If your name wasn’t so damn strange, I would name my child after you. I’m just glad I got to tell you the good news.” She leaned up and kissed me softly. “I can never thank you enough for all you’ve done for me. I guess I’ll let you get on with your day now.”

My wives practically piled on her after that, hugging her tightly and taking turns kissing her. Cirro was insatiable as always, her tongue down Trina’s throat and her hands on the woman’s large bottom.

When Trina left, the mood in the room stayed high. Everyone was excited for her. Trina was a sweet, hard-working woman, and everyone liked her. Her being pregnant seemed to add her to our family in some way, which was something we all liked.

“You should probably put some clothes on,” Lossia said. “I don’t think Elidyr will appreciate it much.”

“I don’t know, that’s not what I’ve heard about elven men,” Cirro said, snorting a laugh.

She was right, though. I went back to the washstand and cleaned up, then selected an outfit. Judging by what Trina had been wearing, it was cold outside, so I made sure to select warm clothes.

My dark breeches and boots were a given, as was a fresh, snowy white shirt. Over that I decided to wear my new coat that Trina had recently made. It was, of course, dark gray in color with the faintest pattern in the fabric, like a single-color brocade. The coat wasn’t so thick as to be cumbersome, but I could tell it was warm. My dark gray cloak went over it, and I had to admit, the black embroidery of leaves and vines crawling around every edge looked pretty sharp.

“You look like a young noble, the kind I would see in the royal palace sometimes,” Lossia said. “Of course, you’re too tall and the wrong color, but otherwise you look the part.”

I silently thanked Trina for her not-so-subtle influence on my wardrobe.

Whereas my outfit was muted professionalism, Lossia’s was colorful sensuality. Her deep red dress hugged her curves and had a plunging neckline that drew the eyes. She wore a thick golden chain around her neck and slid two matching golden combs in her hair. Her cloak was dark blue with green and gold embroidery. She managed to be colorful without being gaudy.

“What are we offering him today?” I asked.

“My father sent some more wine,” Thilli said. “I don’t think he’ll send much more, though, so we spent yesterday morning sampling wines from local winemakers. We bought ten casks each of the best red and the best white, and we’ll trade those to the elves.”

“Good thinking,” I said. “Where would I be without you, Thilli?”

“Well, you wouldn’t have things to trade, that’s for certain,” she replied with a laugh.
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We all left our room at the same time after a round of kisses and hugs, as usual. Thilli continued to handle the soldiers, whom she said were progressing in their physical fitness and accuracy with bows. Anna hurried off to the school where she worked. Cirro went to our building site, while Lossia and I made our way across town to trade with the elves.

It was indeed a cold day outside, so we held our cloaks closed and cursed the wind as we walked. Gillamoor would be a beautiful city once the first snows fell, but until then I’d do my best to stay indoors.

But sadly, we were meeting with Elidyr in a park, so we would have to endure a bit more cold.

When we got to the park, I saw that the table had already been set up. I held Lossia close to me and wrapped my cloak around the both of us to stave off the chilly wind. Nearby, a small wagon approached, drawn by a single horse. Casks of wine were loaded on the wagon.

“Looks like we arrived just in time,” I said.

Lossia wrapped her arms around my waist and sighed as we waited. Four casks of wine were set on the table nearby, and to my surprise several rolled-up wall hangings were set next to them. It appeared the wine trade was turning into something more, especially since Elidyr didn’t want to bother with Lossia’s prices.

“What’s with the wall hangings?” I asked.

“One of Trina’s apprentices makes those,” Lossia said. “She’s very good. Honestly, her work is as good as what I saw growing up in the royal palace. Gillamoor is a small city though, so there aren’t many houses with room for those types of things.”

“Should we get one for our house?” I asked.

She gave me a wry smile.

“Try not to rip him off too much today,” I said to her, kissing her forehead. “He might have some things that I need.”

“Oh, alright,” she said.

“What do you think he’ll bring today?” I asked.

Lossia shrugged. “Last time he brought two of those light boxes. I grabbed one for us, and the other went to the mayor. I imagine he’ll bring more trinkets like that.”

I frowned. The elves were big on magic, I knew that much. I needed to see what types of magical devices they had, to see if I could use them for my own purposes. Of course that conundrum was a book with a thousand pages—they could have anything magical. What if they had magical toilets? Or dishwashers? How was I going to kill Vogrim with a dishwasher? Damnit, I needed to focus.

“Andrew, are you okay? You just got really tense,” Lossia said, looking up at me.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said, taking a deep breath.

Behind us a horn sounded, long and loud. That meant the archers atop the gatehouse had seen the elves. It was time to get ready.

“I suppose we don’t need the dog and pony show now that he’s already told the other elves we’re a militaristic society,” I said.

“The what?” Lossia asked.

“All the soldiers,” I explained. “Showing him our capabilities. Although I imagine he’ll still be escorted in by a group of soldiers.”

“Yes, I see them,” Lossia said, squinting around my arm.

I turned and looked down the street, seeing nothing but maybe a speck far in the distance.

“Okay, is your vision really that much better than mine?” I asked. “This is nuts. I feel half-blind compared to goblins.”

Lossia just shrugged. “I mean, they’re far away, but I can see the soldiers marching towards us.” She narrowed her eyes and stared for a moment. “Marching three abreast. Those gray jackets you ordered for them really blend into the city quite well.”

I still couldn’t see anything beyond a gray, wiggling dot. In fact, a full minute passed before I could make out the outlines of the soldiers marching towards us. Behind them, several elven men rode tall, sleek horses, and of course Elidyr and that grumpy guy followed on a large wagon.

“At least things are slowly changing,” I said, half to myself.

Lossia and I stood there, side-by-side, and waited patiently as the soldiers escorted the elven traders to us. One day I hoped to have something better organized, where we could all trade freely. But then again, did I really want to do that much business with the elves?

The ranks of soldiers split, two on our left side and one on our right, and met back up behind us. Their leader, Lieutenant Vee, called them to a halt, then decided to perform an impromptu weapons inspection, right then and there. I smiled and hoped Private Joor had sharpened his spear.

I took a small step forward to greet the elven party. As before, they were all ridiculously handsome, with high cheekbones and pristine armor and fine clothes. Not to mention the haughty attitudes. Even Elidyr still had that way of looking down his nose at everyone.

“Good morning, Elidyr,” I said. “I hope your journey went well.”

“And good day to you, my lady Lossia, and my lo—ah, Andrew,” he said. At least he remembered I didn’t care for being called ‘my lord.’ “Yes, our journey was fast and uneventful, which is the best we can hope for.” His eyes fell upon Lossia’s impressive chest in her low-cut dress, but flicked away after a moment. The two guards, on the other hand, got an eyeful.

“I’m assuming Lord Farozhin still enjoys the wine?” I asked.

Elidyr nodded. “He does. He takes a glass most evenings with his supper, in fact. I heard him comment that it’s more food-friendly than most elven wine, although I’m not sure he intended for anyone to actually hear him voice those thoughts.”

“Well, isn’t that something?” I said.

“I see you have something other than wine for me,” Elidyr said as his eyes fell upon the wall hangings.

One of the guards said something to the other in the elven language. From the way they were staring at Lossia’s breasts, it was clear their comment was about her.

Lossia replied with a few words, also in the elven language. That stopped them like a heart attack. She raised an eyebrow at them and they pressed their lips in a flat line and went back to watching their surroundings like they expected an attack.

“I did not know you spoke our language,” Elidyr said. “You continue to impress me, my lady.”

“I know a lot of things,” Lossia said, reaching over and selecting the nearest tapestry.

She unrolled two feet of it, revealing the sprawling leaves of a great tree in shockingly bright shades of yellow and orange. The blue of the sky was deep and beautiful, more than I expected from a simple wall hanging. An intricate border wrapped around the entire thing.

Elidyr hid his reaction well, but I could tell by the way his eyebrows raised he hadn’t been expecting something that beautiful.

“Yes, that is quite lovely,” he said quietly, still clearly not used to praising goblin-made goods. “And the wine? Are those casks the same wine I’ve been buying?”

Lossia shook her head. “One cask is, but the rest are different. We selected these from some of the best vintners in the area. Would you like to try a cup?”

Elidyr waved a hand. “No, that’s fine. I believe you.” He took a deep breath and sighed. “I will be honest with you two. I do dread these trips. We travel for days, just so I can trade for ten minutes, then turn around and spend more days on this wagon. But, Lord Farozhin is an impatient man.”

“What have you brought for us?” I asked.

“Ah,” Elidyr said, a smile playing across his lips. “I think these will please you.”

He reached into the rear of the wagon and withdrew four small boxes. The craftsmanship on them was superb. They looked like fine lace made out of a silvery-gold material. Elidyr set those on the table, then went back to the wagon. From the back he pulled out a staff, perhaps four feet in length and slightly gnarled, like it had been gently carved to resemble a branch.

“What’s that?” I asked. Both Lossia and I leaned forwards with interest.

“Four light boxes,” Elidyr said, waving his hand over them. “And this. This is a water staff, something very simple for us, but I do not believe you have anything like it. We use it to tend to our trees.”

“Trees are very important to the elves,” Lossia said to me. “Many of their cities are centered around giant trees. In fact, some cities are actually in the trees.”

“My lady is correct,” Elidyr said with a slight bow of his head. “Trees are sacred to my people. We tend to them carefully and grow them to support our cities. When we need wood we try to use magic to get it from the trees without chopping them down and killing them.” A slight twist in his lips said he looked down upon the foul act of cutting down trees.

“So, what’s it do?” I asked.

“Simple,” Elidyr said. He stepped around us, the staff in hand, and walked over to the large tree behind us. After pointing the end of the staff at the base of the tree, he spoke a single word—it sounded like “noon”—and a gentle mist of water sprayed from the end of the staff. It kept spraying until he raised the staff. He walked back around the table and handed me the staff.

“Try it,” he said.

“Okay,” I said. I pointed the tip of the staff at the ground. “Noon,” I said, and once again, water sprayed from the end of the staff. Once I raised it about knee-high, it stopped.

“Why do you bring us this?” Lossia asked.

Elidyr spread his hands. “My lady, I only seek to share our magic with you.”

“This is nice,” I said. “Thanks. If only we knew how to make these ourselves.”

“That leads me to my final gift to you,” he said, and walked back to the wagon. From the back he withdrew something wrapped in cloth, and set it on the table in front of Lossia. “Go ahead,” he urged.

She eyed him warily, then unwrapped it. It was a book, thick and heavy and bound in leather. Lossia frowned as she opened it, skimming the pages. Her fingertip traced over the script and her eyebrows drew down as she read. She finally looked up at Elidyr.

“This is a book of magic,” she said. “More specifically, it talks about creating magical devices, like what you have brought us.”

“Yes,” Elidyr said, a broad smile upon his face.

“Surely this is worth more than a few casks of wine,” Lossia said.

“Which leads me to some good news,” Elidyr replied. “Lord Farozhin has agreed to your offer,” he said to me.

“He what?” I asked, not sure I was hearing him correctly.

“It is true,” Elidyr said. He definitely seemed excited. “I spoke with him at length about the both of you and all that I’ve seen in this beautiful city of yours. I told him some of the things you’ve told me, and even went as far as to bring up our shared history. I don’t believe I would consider him a true ally in every sense of the term, but he at least recognizes that we were guilty of rather harsh things in our past. And he has agreed that it would benefit both of us to work together.”

“Well, that’s a good start,” I said. “All things considered, I think this is progressing nicely.”

“Do you accept this as a trade?” Elidyr asked Lossia.

She frowned at everything in a well-practiced manner. She scowled at the light boxes while she examined them, she glowered at the water staff, pursed her lips at the book, then crossed her arms beneath her substantial breasts and thought for a moment.

“Here,” Elidyr said, producing a single gold coin. He set it on top of the table.

“Deal,” Lossia said with a nod of her head.

“Oh, I wanted to ask you about something else, Elidyr,” I said. “I know you guys have all these magical items. Do you have something that turns?”

“Can you be more specific?” he asked. He made a quick gesture and the two elven guards dismounted and began transferring the wine casks from the table to the back of the wagon.

I tried to think of how to describe what I wanted. “Something magical that turns. The light boxes light up when we touch the top of them. Do you have something that, when touched or otherwise turned on, begins turning? Or it turns something that has been inserted into it?”

Elidyr tapped his chin for a moment as he thought. “We have some—I’ll admit I don’t know the name for them, but they’re quite large. They sit on the ground, and seats mount to the top of them. It’s a thing for children, and slowly spins them around.”

“Close. Do you have anything smaller?” I needed something I could use.

Elidyr turned and asked his companions. They, too, frowned in thought for several minutes. One of them finally told him something in the elven language.

“I’m not sure if this will be sufficient, but we do have something the cooks use,” Elidyr said. He gestured as he tried to describe it. “It mounts to the walls in large ovens. A metal rod is inserted into it, and it slowly turns the meat that is skewered.”

“Like a rotisserie,” I said. “I think that might be perfect, Elidyr. Could I change the speed it spins at?”

“I believe so,” he said. “If not, one could be made rather easily.”

I clapped my hands and rubbed them together. “That would be perfect. I need two of them, Elidyr. They should spin roughly one revolution per second. Is that doable? Do you think you could have that here by our next meeting?” I thought for a moment, then reached into my coin purse and withdrew a single green gem. “Here,” I said, handing it to him. His eyes widened at the emerald.

“I don’t think that will be difficult at all,” he said. “I apologize, but I forgot to ask about your journey to the Drowned Lands. Since you are standing here, I assume that it went well.”

I nodded. “I don’t know how long it will take the land to heal, but the poison should recede soon. The plague beast is dead; he was the source of all the corruption down there. I suppose I should ask something as well: the elves that are speaking out against us. Is their movement gaining any momentum?”

Elidyr’s face took on a pained look. “Andrew, I will confess to you that I don’t entirely know where it is going. To answer your question directly, yes they have gained more support. But, there are those speaking out against this movement; elves that want to move on from our transgressions of the past and instead establish more trade with you. They might not respect you, yet at least, but they recognize that peace and prosperity benefits all.”

“And the ones that want to come here and enslave us?” I asked.

Elidyr sighed. “Their kind would set our civilization back a hundred years with smiles upon their faces if it allowed them to partake in their petty prejudices. They revel in their hatred of others; only the strong hand of the emperor keeps them quiet.”

I frowned. This was not a good development. “Do you think they’ll do anything?”

“I don’t believe so,” Elidyr said. “Right now they are just a number of angry men, mostly older ones. They believe we should be ruling the entire land and all the other races enslaved. Goblins are an especially prickly subject because, of course, you were once our slaves.” He gave a brief apologetic smile to Lossia, who simply pursed her lips. “They seem offended that you have thrived so well.”

“A bunch of angry old men hate that other people are happy, and want to punish them for it,” I muttered.

“Sadly, that is the gist of it,” Elidyr said. “I spoke with my master about them as well. As I said earlier, I would not consider him a full ally, however he does not share their prejudices. He looks upon these men as hateful old degenerates, as imbeciles brainwashed by their own bigotry.”

“Strong words,” I said, then clapped him on the shoulder. “Elidyr, I have to thank you. If it weren’t for you, things would be much different. One of these days when you have some time, you really must join us for a meal.” I looked at his companions, sour-faced as they were. “All of you.”

“Perhaps soon,” he said. “It is a difficult thing, to change the minds of men. We are getting there, one slow, painful step at a time.” He offered us both a slight bow. “My lady. My lord. I shall see you both in two week’s time. Possibly less.”

“You’ll be dealing with her, not me,” I said. “I have to go pay the orcs a visit.”

Elidyr recoiled as if slapped. “By the gods, why would you ever want to see the orcs? They are about as horrible as a people can be. Brutish, ugly, foul-tempered buffoons who are just as likely to rob you as talk to you.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, that’s pretty much what I’ve heard about them. To be honest, I’m not really looking forward to it. In the end, they’re just a bunch of assholes. And my lovely wife Lossia here can tell you that I’m well-equipped to deal with assholes.”

Lossia blushed to her hairline.

“They only respect strength, so that’s what I’ll show them,” I continued. “I think I can convince them to put their hostilities aside and join with us when we go to fight Vogrim.”

“You would fight beside an orc?” Elidyr asked.

“I would fight beside a sentient sack of rocks if it would help me defeat Vogrim,” I replied.

Elidyr grunted. “I suppose you are right. A fight for survival must be more important than petty differences.”

“Exactly,” I said.

Elidyr sighed. “I only ask one thing, Andrew. I know your intentions are pure, but I would ask for your word that if I acquire these things for you, you will not use them against my people unprovoked.”

“No worries there,” I said. “You have my word.”

Elidyr climbed into the front seat of the wagon, then gave us both a small, seated bow. “Until we meet again,” he said. To my surprise, the sour-faced driver actually nodded his head as well. Even the two guards gave the slightest bows.

“Things are changing,” I said as they rode away.

“In many ways,” Lossia said.

“I didn’t know you spoke elvish,” I said. “What did you say to those guys?”

“I don’t really speak much,” she said with a grin. “I just asked them to repeat what they were saying. It was enough to make them think I understood them.”
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While two workers tidied up after the trade deal, Lossia and I walked across town together.

“You promised not to attack them,” she said, her voice slightly stiff.

“Close,” I said. “I promised not to use these magical devices against them unprovoked. And I plan on keeping my word. But the key word there is ‘unprovoked.’ I expect the elves to try us at some point. However many of them come here to test us, I plan on destroying them, utterly and completely.”

Lossia looked up at me, her face tense. “Gods be good, I hope we never have to face them in battle.”

“Do you think it would be that bad?” I asked, then lowered my voice. “You know, two of them ambushed us weeks ago. They were going to take Thilli and kill us men. Nerras snuck up behind them and put an arrow through the one guy’s head, and Thilli and I killed the other. We buried them deep, so no one would find them.”

Lossia’s eyes went wide. “And you never told me this?”

“I didn’t want you to worry,” I said. “Besides, when compared to some of the other crap I’ve had to fight, that was the least stressful story.” I barked a laugh. “Don’t even get me started on the swamp witch.”

Lossia shook her head. “Who were they?”

“Interestingly enough, they were scouts for the very same Lord Farozhin we’re trading with,” I said. “They were a bit less open-minded than him, though. Although a couple arrows certainly opened their minds.”

She gave me a sharp look. “This is dangerous, Andrew. If he were to learn of this, our trading would stop in its tracks, as would this alliance you’re working on.”

“The good thing is, he won’t learn of it,” I said. “As I mentioned, we buried their bodies deep underground. They’ll never be found. Buuuuuut, I only brought up that story as an example to help show that I think the elves are defeatable.”

Lossia’s frown remained. “That was two men. Imagine an army of them. Andrew, Elves take in magic with their mother’s milk. Yes, we are a magical species, and every goblin can at least touch magic, but few of us are strong enough to do much with it. The average elf is far more powerful than us.”

Something suddenly occurred to me. “Is that where our magical abilities came from? The years enslaved by the elves?”

Lossia looked down and nodded her head. “It’s not something everyone knows, and I’d like to keep it that way. Anna probably knows, but no one else. Centuries ago, goblins could only use tiny amounts of magic. As terrible as the elves are, as much as we hate them, they will always be a part of us.” She looked up at me, studying my face for a moment. “I suppose you will always be a part of us as well. Further shaping us and changing us.”

“Stop, I already feel guilty about it,” I said.

“I’m sorry, Andrew. It’s just something I think about sometimes.” Lossia reached out and slipped her hand in mine. “Your children are a blessing, and the key to our survival. It’s an honor to carry them.”

“Is that how you feel about carrying my child?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said, pushing us left at an intersection. “It’s mildly terrifying, I won’t lie. But it’s still exciting, and important, and many other things. I’m looking forward to it.”

Did I hear her correctly? Lossia, looking forward to being pregnant? She turned us left at another intersection and I realized we weren’t heading towards the building site. Not even remotely.

“Where are you taking me?” I asked as she pulled me down a narrow alley that was only slightly wider than my shoulders.

When we exited the alley, I immediately recognized the street we were on. One more left turn and we were suddenly approaching the temple of Zozella.

I looked down at Lossia, whose face was flush with excitement as she pulled me towards the front steps. Was this really happening? Before her foot hit the first step, I reached out and scooped her into my arms. She giggled as we bounced up the stairs and pressed several kisses against my neck.

“Well, hello there,” Prazzi said with a smile as she saw me carrying Lossia.

“Sorry, no time,” I said and raced for our room.

I managed to lift the door handle with the toe of my boot and kicked it open as gently as possible. Lossia laughed with both her arms around me, kicking her feet as I carried her to the bed.

The moment I set her down, we both began tearing at our clothing. My cloak came off the second I was able to undo the clasp at my throat, and I was careful not to damage the silver. It went to the floor, right on top of Lossia’s cloak, and my jacket soon joined it. I sat on the bed so I could pull my boots off and immediately found myself wishing for velcro.

Lossia’s slippers flew across the room and bounced off the wall. Her snug fitting dress came off in a single motion, although I heard the sound of several seams popping as she yanked it over her head. She tore at my shirt, ripping one of the laces clean off, and immediately began pulling at my breeches.

The moment we were naked, I reached out and took her hand. I wanted to practically leap on top of her, but I took a moment to look at her; at her violet hair and vivid green eyes, like emeralds. At her full lips, slender neck, and heavy breasts. Her hips and thighs made my mouth water, and she spread her legs, giving me a view of her hairless pussy.

“Get over here,” she said, pulling me on top of her.

I was anticipating a long build-up when this finally happened, but Lossia was absolutely on fire. She pulled my face to hers and we lost ourselves in a deep kiss. My hands immediately went to her large, round breasts and one of hers went straight to my cock, stroking it and squeezing it. I found her soaking went, and one of my fingers plunged inside her. She moaned in pleasure and nipped at my bottom lip, then took my cock and began pushing it towards her.

I looked down and watched as she lined me up with her wet opening. She rubbed the head against her lips several times, covering me with her juices, and I began gently pushing myself inside her. It took several thrusts to get myself all the way inside, and as soon I was there she wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me deep inside her.

Lossia threw her head back and moaned loudly as I bottomed out inside her. She held me tightly against her with both her arms and legs and I kept myself there, fully sheathed inside her, just gyrating my hips slightly and reveling in the feeling of her around me.

Lossia’s tight, virginal pussy was the stuff of dreams. I had been inside it on a few occasions, but only for seconds at a time. Now, I was fully enjoying every moment of it. Our lips met again and I pulled myself out until only the head remained inside, then pushed back in all the way. Lossia alternated between moaning loudly and cramming her tongue in my mouth. Her fingers tangled in my hair, holding my mouth against hers as I began to pick up speed.

“Fuck me harder, Andrew,” she said breathlessly. She worked her hips back and forth, meeting my every thrust with eager anticipation.

I held myself up with both arms, and finally broke my kiss so I could enjoy the rest of her body. My lips touched her cheek, her jaw, all the way down her slender neck. She kept her fingers in my hair as I kissed my way down her to her large breasts and began licking and sucking on her large green nipples.

She was a small woman at only four and a half feet tall, so I had to double myself over to reach her, but her breasts were worth the slightly awkward position. I squeezed on those huge melons and she let out moans of pleasure.

I rolled her onto her right side and pushed her left leg up by her chest. With her leg up like that, I could get incredibly deep. I pushed myself all the way in and she gasped, so I held myself there for a moment so she could get used to the feeling. She nodded and I began thrusting in and out with one of my hands on her breast and the other on her curvaceous bottom, which was spread open right in front of me.

My hips rocked back and forth, in and out of her like a piston. She moaned and slipped a hand between her legs and began rubbing her clitoris. Good, I wanted her to orgasm.

I slapped my hand down on her ass and squeezed it while watching her please herself. Bending down, I lifted her face to mine so we could resume kissing. The position didn’t work out too well, so she finally pushed me off of her and directed me to lay down.

I was as excited as a kid in a candy store as I plopped onto my back and pulled a pillow beneath my head. Lossia threw a leg over my hips and reached down, lining us up. She closed her eyes and sank down on me, taking me in one smooth stroke, then immediately went back to rubbing herself.

I bent my knees so that her ass rested against my thighs. Doing that pushed her forwards slightly, and she placed one hand on my chest for support while still rubbing herself. I reached up and squeezed her breasts as I thrust inside her, hard and fast.

As I felt things progress, my hands slid down her sides to her waist. I gripped her tightly, holding her in place, and gave her a good, hard pounding for a while. Lossia moaned loudly, her body shuddering as she orgasmed. Her fingers were a blur on her clitoris, rubbing side-to-side, and her thighs shook as they squeezed me.

Seeing her orgasm was enough to push me over the edge, and I finally came. Finally cumming inside Lossia’s pussy was a dream come true. The moment her orgasm was complete, she began slamming her ass down on me, riding me hard, drawing more and more cum from me. She leaned forwards and kissed me and my hands went straight to her ass, squeezing it as I squirted rope after rope of cum against her cervix. I came in buckets, filling her up and then some. She kept riding me, gyrating atop me, never wanting it to stop.

When I was done, Lossia finally collapsed on top of me. She covered my face with kisses and latched onto my mouth, letting her tongue press against mine. I felt a tear of hers drop onto my face and I reached out and held her against my chest.

“I’m sorry,” she said with a laugh as she reached up and wiped her eyes. “It’s just kind of overwhelming. Please don’t stop squeezing my ass.”

I immediately put my hands back on her bottom and gave it a hefty squeeze. I breathed hard, fully spent, but she kept wiggling her hips on top of me. Her hands squeezed her breasts for a moment, then she kissed along my jawline.

“You know what?” she said, propping herself up on my chest. She leaned down and kissed me, then continued. “Trina told me about what you two did. Four or five times, was it? Quite impressive, but I’ll admit that I’m a bit jealous.”

“Is that so?” I asked.

“Yes, Andrew. We’re to be married, after all. I would consider it a personal insult if you came inside me fewer times than her.” She leaned down and kissed me again, softly and tenderly. “And while I’m not huge on swallowing, I would like for you to make love to my bottom at least twice as well. But first, you have to make sure I’m pregnant.” She smiled and kissed me again.

My hands squeezed on her round bottom and I felt myself begin to rise again. “Is that so?” I asked.

“Yes, it is,” she said with a smile.
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I’m not sure how much time passed while we were in bed with each other, but after that first session we went slowly, enjoying each other’s bodies, gently bringing each other to orgasm multiple times and then stretching it out. Lossia did her best to milk every drop of cum from me and made me orgasm five times before we finally switched to anal.

By the time we were done, I felt as if I had run a marathon. Our sheets were soaked with sweat, not to mention enough cum to impregnate half the population of the city.

We held each other’s hands and crossed the room on shaky legs, making our way to the washstand. Lossia laughed as she washed me, somehow bringing yet another erection out of me.

“He just doesn’t quit,” she said with a grin as she ran the washcloth down my full length.

“I’m pretty sure I could be dead and still get an erection,” I said as I soaked a fresh washcloth in the washbasin.

I wiped her down, although it took three cloths due to all the cum between her legs. After that we asked one of the temple workers to fill the bathtub with fresh water.

Several minutes later we both climbed into the bathtub, Lossia seated on my lap, and held each other in the hot water. She grabbed a bar of soap and lathered up my hair, then began kneading her fingertips along my scalp.

“You really know how to make a guy relax,” I said as I laid back with my eyes closed.

“And you really know how to get a woman pregnant,” Lossia said with a chuckle. She leaned down and kissed me, then straightened up. “Okay, rinse your hair.”

I ducked beneath the surface of the water, and scrubbed my fingers through my hair rinsing all the suds from it. When I raised my head again, Lossia threw her arms around me and held me tightly.

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

In reply I just squeezed her tightly. Sometimes words weren’t enough.

The door opened and the rest of my wives walked in. Thilli and Anna just smiled and went to the wardrobe to hang their clothes, but Cirro stood there and crossed her arms.

“Hey, no fair,” she said. “I want some.” She pulled off her cloak and tossed it to the floor, then walked over to the bathtub like she intended on joining us.

“You’ll have to let him recover for a while,” Lossia said, leaning her head against my chest.

“Ah, I see someone will be walking funny again,” Cirro said with a laugh. “So, give us the juicy details, Lossia. How many times did you have him cum in your bottom?”

“Only twice,” Lossia said. “But that was after we did it the regular way five times first.”

Cirro’s eyes widened. Thilli dropped her cloak, her mouth open in shock.

“Oh, honey!” Anna hurried over to the bathtub, a thick towel in her hands. “Hurry up and get out of there so I can hug you.”

Lossia laughed, then finally stood. Cirro helped her from the bathtub while Anna immediately began rubbing her down.

“So, that’s all of us,” Thilli said as she approached. She smiled at Lossia. “I’m very happy for you.”

“Thank you,” Lossia said, beaming a smile. Cirro and Anna practically tackled her once she was dry enough to hug. Cirro showered her with kisses while Anna just hugged her around the waist, telling her over and over again how happy she was for her. “Oh, I love you both,” she said with a laugh as she tried to hug both Anna and Cirro back.

“Did you leave him able to perform tonight?” Thilli asked.

“Probably not,” Lossia said.

Thilli laughed. “Good for you,” she said and joined in the group hug. “We should celebrate.”

I frowned as I stood up in the bathtub. Grabbing a fresh towel, I began drying myself and addressed Thilli. “I would love to, but I made a promise to Zozella. I need to do all I can for the next few days until we leave.”

“I’m glad to see you’re dedicated,” Thilli said, offering me a genuine smile.

That conversation led to a rather interesting evening.

Prazzi brought food and wine for us, and the five of us relaxed and enjoyed each other. Cirro had an arsenal of jokes that left us all in stitches. Thilli kept me apprised on the status of our soldiers, and Lossia talked about the house and specific things she wanted to do. Being a teacher, Anna enjoyed talking about children, and all the things she wanted to do as a mother.

Lossia stayed by my side throughout all that, her hand in mind. Every few minutes she would squeeze it and beam a smile up at me.

Finally, Thilli got up and left the room. The look she gave me on the way out clued me in on what she was going to do, so I began to mentally prepare myself. Hopefully she remembered to bring me some water, or I’d be using that elven water staff on myself every five minutes.

Lossia leaned her head on my shoulder and sighed. I kissed her forehead. It was nice to see her so happy and content. With her sweet nature, she was going to be a great mother. Actually, all of my wives would be great mothers. I was going to have my work cut out for me, parenting so many kids, but I was up to the challenge.

When the door opened again, Thilli entered, carrying a pitcher in one hand and a large cup in the other. That earned her my biggest smile.

Following closely behind were a half dozen women. Only two of them were tall and muscular, leading me to once again assume that I had pretty much run through all of Zozella’s Daughters in this city.

“Wow, they’re pretty,” Cirro said with a mischievous gleam in her eyes. She pushed herself to her feet and immediately went to the group of women, practically bouncing on her toes with excitement. When she began talking to them in hushed tones, Thilli rolled her eyes and laughed. One of the women smiled and shook her head, while the rest all nodded.

“Oh, I know that look,” Anna said. She grinned and approached the group of women, standing next to Cirro.

Soon they were all shaking hands and hugging as introductions were made. Anna reached out and took the hand of a slender woman with pink hair and pulled her close, and the two immediately began kissing.

Cirro looked at me over her shoulder and grinned. “Are you ready, Andrew?”

I leaned over and kissed Lossia on the forehead. “Time to go to work,” I said with a laugh.

“Come see me on your lunch break,” she said.

I stood and followed the group of women as they all walked to the bed. Even after being so thoroughly drained by Lossia, walking behind that many perky butts was a great way to get my blood flowing again. By the time we got to the bed, I was erect and ready to go.

My excitement doubled as they all began crawling on the bed. Man, what a view. One woman—the only one who had shaken her head at Cirro—reached out for me with a smile.

None of us wasted any time. The woman that beckoned me closer, a green-haired beauty with small, perky breasts, smiled broadly as she laid on her back. I flattened my tongue and ran it up her labia, then began teasing at her clitoris, but she reached down and pulled me to her. I moved closer, then lined myself up with her and began working my cock inside her.

Cirro and Anna were warming the other women up for me. Both of them had their faces buried between the thighs of two other beauties, bringing loud moans from them in no time.

“Not your thing?” I asked the woman beneath me.

“I like men,” she said with a smile, reaching up and running her hands over the muscles in my shoulders and arms.

With that many women waiting for me, I couldn’t drag things out too much. I focused on steady, deep thrusts and spent some time licking and nibbling on her perky nipples. After a few minutes, we rolled over onto our sides with her legs wrapped around my waist. We held each other tightly, nothing moving but our hips, and I finally came inside her.

Considering that was the tenth or so time I had came that day, the size of my load was much reduced, but it was still well above average. She pressed her lips against mine as I orgasmed and writhed in my arms, working her hips back and forth like she was trying to milk every drop from me.

After that, I rolled over onto my back, breathing hard. What a day.

I slid off the bed and walked across the room to where Thilli had set the pitcher, and poured myself a cup of tea.

“Thanks for remembering this,” I said, gesturing with my large cup of tea.

“You’re welcome,” Thilli said with a smile. She was seated next to Lossia, brushing her hair as they talked.

When I went back to the bed, Cirro was lying with her head on the edge and one of the women right on top of her, sixty-nining. From beneath the woman’s thighs, Cirro saw me approaching and wiggled her eyebrows at me.

“Got a present for you,” she said as she reached up and grabbed onto the woman’s bottom, spreading it.

I couldn’t help but laugh at the ridiculousness of it. I approached them and pushed my semi-erect cock into Cirro’s smiling mouth and she immediately began sucking for all she was worth. After a few minutes of that, I pulled out of her mouth and pressed the head of my cock against the other woman’s wet pussy. As I entered her, I felt Cirro’s tongue, alternating between licking the woman’s clit and tonguing my balls.

What a day.
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Ididn’t have to worry about waking up with sore balls the next morning, because Lossia woke me in the middle of the night. Without making a sound, she kissed me softly, pulled the sheets down, and slowly rode me to completion. Her lips almost never left mine the entire time. Somehow, she was quiet enough that she didn’t wake any of the other women.

Once we were finished, she laid her head against my chest and curled up there, with me still inside her. She promptly fell asleep that way.

The next morning, Anna was the first to wake. She turned her head and started when she saw Lossia’s butt right next to her face, then broke out into laughter.

“Looks like someone’s got morning wood,” Anna said between chuckles, waking the rest of us.

Upon fully waking, I realized that I did, in fact, have pretty substantial morning wood. Plus, I was still inside Lossia. She woke with a yawn and upon realizing the situation, immediately began riding me.

“Atta girl,” Cirro said, stifling a yawn with her small hand. She reached out and took hold of one of Lossia’s hands.

When Thilli woke she stayed next to me and snuggled tightly. She planted several soft kisses on the side of my neck as I held onto Lossia’s broad hips.

Anna joined in as well, her hands going straight to Lossia’s bottom. She helped the woman ride me, up and down, then reached between us and began gently massaging my balls.

As expected, it didn’t take me long to blow. Those enormous orgasms were a hell of a way to start the day.

Several minutes later we were all awake and cleaning up. After brushing my teeth, I went to my wardrobe to select some clothes for the day.

“You might not remember this, but the third uniform inspection is this morning,” Thilli said to me. “Colonel Chuleel will be there.”

“Well, shit,” I said. With so many other things crowding my brain, I had completely forgotten about that. I selected my green jacket for the day. “Thanks, Thilli,” I said. At least I knew what I would be doing today. She winked at me.

“It’s going to be hard to be away from you today,” Lossia said, coming over to me and hugging me again. I set my jacket back in my wardrobe and wrapped my arms around her. We had just gone through something monumental, so I wanted her to feel loved and appreciated.

“I’ll see you after lunch,” I said, kissing her on the top of her head.

“Promise?” she asked, looking up at me with her emerald eyes smiling.

“Of course,” I said, and I leaned down and kissed her.

“Alright,” she said. “I’ll let you get ready.”

Both Thilli and I got ready together. She in her goth girlfriend getup that I really enjoyed, and me in my military coat. Unfortunately my cloak didn’t match. Furthermore, I realized that the cloak was not one issued to the soldiers. It wasn’t part of the uniform, so I couldn’t wear it.

“We’ll have to have someone make winter coats for all the soldiers,” I said, picking at my green jacket. “These aren’t going to cut it.”

“Especially once the snow starts falling,” Thilli said. “Ready?”

After a round of kisses and hugs, we left our room in the temple. I glanced at the statue of Zozella for a moment on our way out, remembering the moment I had with her. Man, I almost banged a goddess. That would have been a story for the ages.

“How do you think today is going to go?” I asked, just trying to make conversation. My mind was in a dozen different places and I was having trouble concentrating.

“I think you’ll be pleased,” Thilli responded. “They’ve been taking their training very seriously. Especially the platoon leaders; they’ve been pushing their soldiers very hard.”

“Good,” I said. “I think this might be the first time I’ve ever been excited for a uniform inspection.”

We arrived at the military compound after a few minutes and sought out the training field. To my surprise, it was empty. Thilli pointed to a nearby building, and I laughed. They were inside, staying warm by the fireplace. One of the soldiers stood by the door, keeping watch. Upon seeing us, he relayed that information to their commander.

“Good morning, Andrew,” a grizzled voice said from behind us.

I turned and saw Colonel Chuleel standing there in his uniform. Of course at his rank, he had twice the ribbons and decorations on his coat as anyone else. Fortunately, a quick glance showed that everything was on straight.

“Good morning, Colonel,” I said, saluting him. “Ready to see your soldiers?”

He returned the salute. “Aye, I am. Show me what you’ve done with my troops.”

Soldiers flooded onto the field, not running but walking quickly. I smiled as I saw a few of them pick stray blades of grass off their shoes. Many of them had short swords belted on over their jackets, which was new to me. Captain Muller walked to a central part of the field and stood at the position of attention.

“Mass formation. Fall in!” he commanded.

Instead of three platoons, the soldiers formed into a single block, although I noticed they were still organized by platoon. Lieutenant Vee was the first soldier in the first rank, with squad leaders next to him and in the lead position on the second rank. The platoon leader for second platoon started the third rank, and so forth. They formed up at close interval, briefly sticking their elbows out as they had been instructed to set their spacing. In only seconds the formation was complete, perfectly centered on Captain Muller. A simple thing, but executed perfectly.

“Alright, let’s go,” I said quietly. “You’ll stand next to me.”

“I know,” Colonel Chuleel growled.

Together we approached Captain Muller. He saluted me, and I returned the gesture. Both the Colonel and I looked over his uniform.

“Your uniform looks great, Captain,” Colonel Chuleel said, squinting as he examined it.

“Good shine on your boots,” I said. My own boots were spotless; I had shined them a few days ago and left them untouched in my wardrobe, ready for the eventual inspection.

“Let’s go see my troops, Captain,” Colonel Chuleel said gruffly.

Together, we walked to the first rank of soldiers. Lieutenant Vee was the first soldier, which gave us a good start. The hard-faced man stood there like a statue, his uniform flawless. When Colonel Chuleel stepped in front of him, the lieutenant’s salute was so sharp and snappy I briefly thought he was striking the man.

The next soldier’s uniform looked equally spotless. I didn’t know the man’s name, but I recognized him as one of the squad leaders from first platoon.

“Good job on your uniform, soldier,” I said quietly, then moved on to the next soldier. Next to me, Colonel Chuleel grunted. I assumed it was a grunt of approval.

“Sergeant Jarkes,” Captain Muller barked next to me. “When was the last time you performed weapon maintenance?”

“I oiled my bow, installed a fresh bowstring, and sharpened my sword yesterday afternoon, sir!” he replied without hesitation.

“Did you meet the standard on pushups, situps, pullups, and the one-mile run?” Captain Muller asked.

“Yes sir,” Sergeant Jarkes replied, again without pause.

Colonel Chuleel gave another grunt of approval.

Together, we worked our way through the soldiers. I only saw a few instances of wrinkled sleeves or smudges on boots. Overall, they looked great. Better than I expected, to be honest. Someone had really lit a fire under their asses and gotten them to work together and work hard.

And then, I got to Private Joor.

My heart skipped a beat when I stepped in front of him, but he didn’t flinch. His haircut looked reasonably fresh, his cheeks were smooth, and his jacket fit snugly. Perhaps a bit too snugly in the shoulders. It looked like his squad leader had been working him hard, indeed. The two small ribbons on his chest were in a perfectly straight line. I looked down and practically saw my reflection in his boots. I couldn’t believe it.

“Private Joor, what is your second general order?” I asked.

He paused for a moment before answering. “Private First Class, sir,” he replied.

I blinked. “My apologies.”

He answered my question without further hesitation. “Sir, my second general order is I will obey my special orders and perform all my duties in a military manner.”

I nodded. “Your third general order?”

Again, he answered without hesitation. “I will report violations of my special orders, emergencies, and anything not covered in my instructions to the commander of the relief.”

“Very good,” I said. “I assume your sword is because of your new rank?”

“Yes sir,” he replied.

I reached for it. “May I?”

With his left hand he pulled it halfway from the sheath, offering me the handle. I took the sword and closely examined the freshly oiled blade. I saw no evidence of nicks or rolls on the edge. I pulled up my sleeve and gently ran the edge of his blade up the back of my forearm. It shaved a dozen hairs right off, like a razor. I returned the sword.

“Good job, Private First Class Joor,” I said. “You’re turning into the kind of soldier I want to see here. I would be proud to have you standing next to me on a battlefield.”

He saluted me. “Thank you, sir.” His face remained rigid but he flushed with pride.

“I see my decision to promote you was well-placed,” Captain Muller said when he stood in front of Joor.

“Thank you, sir,” Joor replied.

When we finished the inspection, I turned control of the company back over to Captain Muller. The colonel and I stepped away and joined Thilli.

“Andrew, I have to hand it to you,” he said, shaking my hand. “They look better than I expected, if you want me to tell the truth. I see now that putting my trust in you was the right decision.”

“Thilli has been here with me, almost every step of the way,” I said, smiling at the beautiful woman. “In fact, she’s been handling them all week, since I haven’t had the time.”

Colonel Chuleel bowed to her. “You have my gratitude, Mother.” He then turned to me. “How is Sergeant Nerras doing?” The way he asked in a quiet tone clued me in to what he was really asking.

“He’s doing very well,” I said. “Not quite fully healed, but better every day, according to him.”

Colonel Chuleel nodded slowly as I spoke. I saw the light of hope in his eyes. That represented how every goblin man felt. “Hopefully, soon,” he said.

I clapped him on the shoulder. “Soon. I promise.”
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We stayed for a few extra minutes to talk with the colonel about defending the city. The moat was complete and halfway filled with water, and the mayor had sent more workers to expand it along the northern side. Colonel Chuleel understood and agreed on increasing the width of the moat there in order to drive any potential attackers to the southern gate, where all the ballistae and archers were.

“Not sure how I feel about filling the thing with fish, though,” he grumbled. “I suppose it depends on what type of fish. Can’t stand some of them.”

I laughed at that. Being from Florida, I had eaten my share of things that lived in the water. Some were definitely better than others.

After wishing the colonel a good day, Thilli and I left the military district. Colonel Chuleel stayed there to talk with Captain Muller about the inspection and general military matters.

“Thanks for all your hard work,” I said to Thilli as we walked arm-in-arm back to the temple. “I couldn’t have done this without you, and the soldiers looked great. What did you do?”

She shrugged. “Not much. I reminded them that everyone they knew and loved would be slaughtered by Vogrim’s soldiers if they didn’t take things seriously.”

I barked a laugh. “That’ll do it. So, what’s next on your agenda?”

“I’m going to see Trina,” she said. “As we discussed earlier, the soldiers need warmer clothes for the winter. I’m sure they all have their own cloaks, but they need to be supplied with proper clothing.”

“Thank you,” I said, giving her a grateful look. She replied with a smile.

She looped her arm through mine and we walked back to the temple together. The initial charm of me being in the city had long since worn off, but people still smiled when they saw me, especially with one of the Mothers.

When we got to the temple, Thilli stopped in front of the stairs. She leaned up and gave me a soft kiss and a smile.

“I love you, Andrew,” she said.

I pulled her into a tight hug. “You mean the world to me,” I said to her.

We finally parted ways, her continuing down the street and me heading up the stairs. As soon as I entered the sanctuary I saw several women seated at the pews and one kneeling in front of the statue of Zozella. As with last time, only some of them had the muscular arms and height that identified them as Daughters of Zozella. I assumed I had already slept with most of them.

Prazzi approached me as I entered the temple. Her petite body in that thin, robelike dress looked especially delicious this morning. “Good morning, Andrew. Do you need anything? Are you ready to start?”

I shook my head. “Not until after lunch. I’m just picking something up right now.”

She bobbed her head in the slightest curtsey. “Okay. These women will stay in prayer all day until you’re ready. Just let me know when you need some help.”

I went over to Prazzi and hugged her. She was always there for us, helping fulfill every need. I kissed her on top of her head. “You’re wonderful, Prazzi,” I said quietly. She blushed.

After that, I hurried to my room. The elven lightbox offered gentle illumination, like one of those soft white light bulbs. The room wasn’t particularly warm, so I once again made a mental note to ask Prazzi how we were going to heat it. So far, being part of the temple had been enough to keep it warm enough, especially since I slept in a pile of beautiful women.

I changed my military green jacket for a plain blue one, and also swapped boots. The ones I wore at that time were for inspections only. Instead, I stamped my feet into a more broken-in pair that I didn’t care if they got scuffed.

I grabbed Eldrick’s shield from the corner of the room and slipped my arm through the loops on the back. As before, they immediately resized themselves so they fit my arm perfectly. It was a shockingly lightweight shield, feeling as if it were made from soft aluminum, yet the surface was harder than steel. The face of the shield was mostly dead black, a color so dark it seemed to drink in the light around it. It was disturbing to look at for more than a few seconds.

With the shield on my arm, I left my room. Several of the goblin women in the sanctuary looked up as I closed the door behind me, and I winked at them.

Once I left the temple, I walked quickly down the street, ignoring the odd stares people gave me. The dead-black of the shield tended to draw the attention of anyone that saw it. Couldn’t blame them, the thing was damn strange.

I knocked three times on Ulenor’s door and waited for him to answer.

“Andrew, good to see you,” the elderly wizard said upon opening the door. “Ah, I see you’ve brought the shield. Good, good, maybe we can learn something about it. Please, come in.”

He stepped out of the way and I entered his house, as always impressed by its tidiness and just how livable it was. Instead of the sitting room, I went into his study and set the shield on the large table he had positioned against the wall.

“So, where to start?” I asked, taking a step back to give him room. “What do you know about this thing?” I leaned in and examined all the engraving around the edge. “It looks like words, or some kind of script, around the edge.”

“It is,” Ulenor said as he traced a finger along the silver border of the shield. “An ancient and mostly forgotten language. Some would call it the language of magic.”

“Do you know it?” I asked.

Ulenor frowned and shook his head. “Sadly, my knowledge is insufficient. Although that may not be particularly important; you see, magic is not a thing of language. It is a thing of mind and soul, a thing of pushing and pulling on powers in this universe.” He squinted as he examined the writing on the edge. “‘Swallowed, and fed into the great sea of power.’ The rest of the writing, I cannot make out beyond a word here and there.”

“The great sea of power? Sounds ominous,” I said, crossing my arms.

“Indeed,” Ulenor said, still frowning at the shield. He took a step back and pulled his small spellbook from his robe. I watched closely and managed to catch a glimpse of the book. As before, the words in the book seemed to shape and change as he turned the pages, as if it rewrote itself to his needs. It reminded me that there were many things I didn’t know about Ulenor.

“Let’s try this,” Ulenor said quietly, as if to himself. He read silently from the book, then put it away. Uttering the magical incantation, he made a motion with his fingers and they suddenly crackled with electricity. The tiniest lightning bolt zapped from his fingertips and struck the shield.

Ulenor stumbled and his mouth opened in shock. The lightning had simply disappeared. The surface of the shield remained that same shade of dead-black, as dark and empty as a black hole.

“What happened?” I asked, taking a step closer. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“It is as I expected,” Ulenor said. “It absorbed the spell, like rain on dry sand. I don’t believe I have the words to explain it fully, Andrew. You must try it yourself, although I’ll advise you to use only a tiny fraction of your power.”

I frowned at the shield, but opened myself to my magical well. As a sorcerer, I didn’t cast spells, although apparently I could learn. What I did was more akin to manipulating the forces of nature, pushing and pulling on things, sometimes bending them to my will.

I pulled a small amount of magical power into myself and thought for a moment. No sense in making things overly complicated, so I simply willed a small fire into existence above my palm, then shot that at the shield like an arrow.

The small flame passed right through the surface of the shield as if it were sinking into a great void. As it crossed that threshold, it seemed to tug at me, as if the shield were trying to drain me of my power. It was incredibly unsettling, as if someone had sucked the breath right from my lungs, except my magical power came from something much deeper. It felt like someone was trying to pull part of my very soul into that shield.

“I see what you mean,” I said. “I’d like to test it with something stronger, but honestly I’d rather not be the one casting anything at that.”

Ulenor wiped his hand across his forehead. “So, if Vogrim casts a spell or sends magic at you, just make sure it hits the shield.”

“Yeah, I’ll do that,” I said dryly. “What do you think the sword does?”

Ulenor frowned and combed his fingers through his beard. “Considering the shield seems to absorb magic, I would assume the sword is the opposite. It amplifies magic in some way.”

“I suppose we’ll find out soon enough,” I said.

“Yes, yes,” Ulenor said. “Andrew, I must confess that I am not looking forward to our trip to Holmar, and not just because of the wagon ride.”

“Actually, that should be better,” I said. “I spent some time with the wainwright and ordered some changes to our wagon.”

Ulenor blinked. “Um. Okay. But Holmar. The orcs believe they sit at the top of the world and everyone else belongs at their feet, often in chains. I fear that might be your fate if you go talk with them.”

“They’re not a magical people though, right?” I asked.

“No,” Ulenor said. “It is very rare among them. Only their shamans have that power, although they serve a revered place in orcish society.”

“Then I’ll be fine,” I said. “If they start something, I’ll just nuke them.” Ulenor gave me a strange look. “I’ll blow them all up,” I clarified. “I understand your cause for concern, and I appreciate it. But I’m going to be okay, trust me.”

Ulenor’s frown said he wasn’t as confident as I was. That was okay. I had a plan, and it was going to work like a charm.

“Oh, have you been able to make any more of those talking glasses?” I asked.

Ulenor nodded. “Yes, I am almost complete with a fresh pair of them. I think this was a good idea, considering how much you contribute to our city. Plus, with Vogrim’s army preparing to march, I want to ensure we can stay in touch with the mayor.”

“Honestly,” I said with a smile. “I think this trip to Holmar is going to go much better than our previous ones to the south.”

Ulenor gave me a flat look. I laughed.
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When we finished talking, I went to grab the shield but Ulenor stopped me. He wanted to study it longer and see what he could learn. That was fine with me, so I left it there and exited his house.

As I walked down the broad stone street, I passed the mayor’s house. Honestly, there were a few things I needed to talk with him about, but I simply didn’t have the time. My plate was full with trying to take care of four beauties, help with the defense of the city, and impregnate as many women as possible. Perhaps one of my wives could help me out there.

At least I didn’t have to carry that strange shield across town. Not that it was overly heavy or cumbersome—quite the opposite really, it only weighed one or two pounds at the most—but the dead-black surface drew attention, and the wrong kind. There wasn’t anyone in Gillamoor that I distrusted, but I remember what seemed like an age ago when Ulenor told me Vogrim was able to use rats, crows, vultures, and other vermin as spies sometimes. I didn’t want to run the chance of him learning anything about me having the shield.

Since lunchtime was approaching, I made my way through the city and headed towards the market district. I was a bit early, but that was okay. Sometimes I just enjoyed walking around the city, marveling at the wondrous architecture, the cleanliness, the beauty.

I arrived at our meeting tree, which was mostly devoid of leaves by this time. The few that remained were all red and dark brown. The beginning of winter would be here soon, and with it my first goblin holiday: Iyva Serin. I was looking forward to it, even though it was a dark day of remembrance with some rather heavy undertones.

“Heavy thoughts?” Anna asked from next to me. I nearly leaped out of my own skin at her sudden voice. She just laughed.

“Yeah,” I said once my heart slowed. “I was thinking of Iyva Serin. I know it’s kind of a dark day for some, but I’m looking forward to all the celebrations.”

“Well, you’ve got a little over a month until it’s here,” Anna said. “People don’t really start decorating until about a week before.”

I offered her my arm and she accepted. Together we began our slow walk around the city, same as every day.

“I really enjoy this,” I said, patting her arm with my hand. “These times we spend together.”

“So do I,” she said, smiling up at me.

“So, have you thought of any names yet?” I asked.

She smiled. “I told Cirro that if she’s having a boy, I’m stealing the name Cecilia. I really like it. It’s so foreign sounding and pretty.”

I avoided telling her she had about the only “normal” sounding name out of all the goblins I’d bet. I mean come on, the mayor’s name was “Beezle.” Who named that guy?

“I’m glad you like it,” I said. “I suppose I only need to think of about a hundred more names to make sure I’m contributing my part.”

Anna laughed. “Oh, that reminds me,” she said. “Lossia is going to be very needy for the next day or two, so make sure you pay a little extra attention to her. She’s a bit on the sensitive side, in that manner at least. Also, sometimes I worry that Thilli feels left out. She could probably use a date night before you leave.”

“That’s so peculiar,” I said. “Thilli has always come off as the strong one of the bunch. The general’s daughter and all. I mean, she fought Odewyn with me, she fought the plague beast with me.”

“Exactly,” Anna said. “With you. I’m afraid she’s going to be quite lonely when you’re away in Holmar. I’ll do my best to keep her company, as I’m completely besotted with her, but we all know Thilli doesn’t swing that way.”

“I have some talking glasses from Ulenor,” I said. “So we’ll be able to keep in touch. We can talk every evening.”

“That’ll help,” Anna said. “Although sleeping in a bed without you might be strange.” She laughed suddenly. “Especially for Thilli. She’ll be the only one going without sex while you’re away. Hopefully she’ll at least masturbate.” Anna laughed. “And you’ll be with Cirro, which means you won’t get any rest at night.”

I grinned. It was going to be one hell of a trip, that’s for certain.

“How much do you know about orcs?” I asked.

Anna’s smile melted into a deep frown. “They’re nearly as bad as the elves, just in a different way. What do you want to know?”

“I’m going to talk with them once I get to Holmar,” I said. “Try to work out a peace deal, and see if they’ll hand over some of their steel, maybe for a joint project. Or simply because I’m going to kill Vogrim.”

Anna pondered that for a moment. “Their nearest city to Holmar is called Var Akresh. Although calling it a city is a bit of a misnomer. It’s more of a fortress than anything else. The leader of the orcs is known as the High Chieftain, and he rules from there. The High Chieftain is an absolutely ruthless man in every way. If you try to negotiate with him, remember that. He’s physically huge, and earned his reputation on the battlefield. On top of that, he’s intelligent and cunning, with barely any respect for life beyond his own.”

“Sounds like a real joy,” I said. “Probably a shit ruler, too.”

“He rules with an iron fist,” Anna said. “It works because everyone follows his rules. Those that don’t are usually killed, or thrown in the arena to fend for their lives. It is a society based upon strength and their strange understanding of honor.”

“Ulenor once told me that an orc would sell his own brother for a few silver, but if I defeated him in a fair fight he would respect me.”

Anna nodded. “That sums them up pretty well. High Chieftain Krugg uses fear as a tool, remember that. Everyone obeys him without question because they fear him. And to be honest, they’re smart to fear him.”

“So, I just need to offer him something he wants,” I said. “Something that will benefit him and make him look stronger in front of his people.”

“If you go in there, expect to get the sour end of the deal,” Anna said. “Go ahead and plan for it. As long as you don’t push things too hard, he’ll let you leave with your life. But if you keep trying to negotiate for a better deal, he might decide you’re not worth his time and simply kill you.”

“Wow,” I said, refusing to feel the knot of fear that began growing in my gut. “He really sounds like an unpleasant guy. Thanks for the information, Anna. I really appreciate it.”

“Of course, honey,” she said. “I have to cut our lunch short a bit today. One of the students needs some extra help with her lessons.”

I bent down and hugged her tightly. “You’re so wonderful,” I whispered.

“Just keep thinking that way and we’ll be fine,” Anna said with a giggle.

We kissed for a moment, then I let her go. I loved watching her slender form walk. She was such a sexy little thing.

After that, I got my bearings and began walking towards Temple Gardens. I found myself shivering as I walked, so I picked up the pace to hopefully generate a bit of body heat. I had foolishly left my fur-lined cloak back at the temple, so the best I could do was shove my hands in my armpits and hurry.

It didn’t take me long to get there, especially with how quickly I was walking. When I arrived, I was glad to see Lossia, Cirro, and Thorny all sitting beneath a small canopy with a fire nearby. Each of them had a steaming mug in hand.

“Andrew, you must be freezing,” Lossia said as soon as she noticed me. “You didn’t wear your cloak.”

“Yeah, I forgot,” I said, stepping up to the fire. I held my hands over it for a minute and let the heat soak into chilled skin. “So, what are we doing today?”

“I want to start the roof,” Lossia said, glancing up at the sky. “With the weather turning cold, I’d like to get a roof on this before the first snows come. The wood behind us has been drying for a bit, but it would do us no good if it suddenly snowed and soaked the boards. They’d all warp and twist and we’d have to start over.”

“Alright,” I said, rubbing my hands together. “Well, I’m ready when you are. If nothing else, you draining me of magic will help keep me warm. Let’s get this done.”

All three of them stood, and together we walked towards the house. I knew Lossia had been working with Cirro on magic, so I assumed this was just part of that. Sure enough, when I opened myself to my magical well, I felt Lossia draw through me as well as through both Cirro and Thorny.

“Alright, now pay attention,” she said.

“Where did you learn how to build houses?” I asked. “I thought that was often the man’s job?”

“Yes, but remember I was educated in the royal palace,” she replied. “So I was taught a bit of everything. Ready?”

“Ready,” I said. Cirro and Thorny agreed.

Power surged within me as Lossia pulled heavily on my well. I saw Cirro stagger and Thorny’s eyes widen. Lossia had enough magical power within her to level the house in a single blow.

“Sorry,” Lossia said. “This beam is heavy and it takes a lot of precise control.”

“Go ahead,” I said, waving her on.

From the neat pile of lumber next to the house, Lossia lifted the largest one. It looked like a telephone pole, to be honest, at least thirty feet long. It hovered in the air for a moment, then she used magic to shave the sides, until it was rectangular instead of round.

After that, the freshly shaped beam floated in the air and gently sank onto the top of the house. The two side walls of the house had sharp peaks, with notches at the top to hold the board. A heavy stone wall in the center of the house was shaped the same. The board gently floated down and settled perfectly in the large gaps.

“Nicely done,” I said. They would have used a crane for that back on Earth.

“Thanks,” Lossia said. “Now for the rafters.”

Next, a smaller board floated into the air. From my vantage point, it looked roughly the size of a two-by-ten, so still a very large chunk of wood. Lossia raised it and set one end on the top of the front wall of the house, and the other leaned against that first board. I noticed that she didn’t trim the end so it would fit flush. I opened my mouth to ask her about it, but she did something completely unexpected.

She wove magical tendrils into the board in a complex weave, and the wood moved on its own. The end of the board, originally cut square, began to move like clay. The wood spread into the main beam across the house, until the two were a single piece of wood.

“Amazing,” I said as I watched her work.

She lifted more boards into the air and melded them into the main beam in the same manner. Every single rafter was done that way, so the entire roof structure was, in effect, a single piece of wood.

Cirro swayed on her feet and I reached out and grabbed her arm. I helped lower her to the ground, where she sat cross-legged.

“Sorry,” Lossia said, her voice sounding strained. “Almost done.”

She placed the final rafter into place and treated it in the same manner. It was the most incredible thing I’d ever seen.

“Where did you learn to do that with wood?” I asked.

Lossia gave me a blank look and didn’t answer. Instead, she helped Cirro to her feet and we all walked back to the canopy. It only took me a moment to figure it out.

The elves. Practically everything they did involved working with wood. What Lossia had just done was something originally learned from the elves during the centuries when goblins were enslaved.
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Fortunately, they had an extra stool for me beneath the canopy. My heart still pounded a bit from Lossia pulling so much magic from me, but the cold quickly set in. I used a bit of magic to stoke the fire as I sat down next to Lossia. More magic brought scraps of wood from nearby, and I gently set them on the fire. Lossia reached out and took my hand and gave me a beautiful smile.

“Don’t forget your cloak next time,” she said.

“Or my thicker jacket, for that matter,” I said, looking down at the thin blue one I was wearing. Whoops.

“How are Virgil and Dalt doing?” I asked quietly.

Thorny shook his head slowly, frowning at the ground. “Better, but still sick. At the rate they’re healing, it looks like it’ll take them a week to get back on their feet.” He muttered several curses under his breath with Vogrim’s name in them.

I did some quick math in my head. “A month and a half, two months at most, and this nightmare will be over.”

Thorny sighed. “I can’t even imagine what that’ll be like. To feel like a man again. To know the love of a good woman.” He barked a laugh. “Or even a bad one, for that matter.”

“It’ll happen,” Cirro said quietly, placing a hand on his arm. Thorny gave her a weak smile.

I had a sudden urge to tell him about Nerras, and how the man had healed over the past two months, but I knew if knowledge of that leaked out it would create a panic. Men would flee the city, all of them trying to live in the woods so they could have the use of their body again. Vogrim would just start covering the entire area with his poison rain if that happened.

“More roof work tomorrow?” I asked.

Lossia nodded. “We’re getting closer to having an actual roof. The tiles are being fired as we speak, but it’ll take a few weeks to get them all done, even with the help of magic. Tomorrow we’ll do the battens.”

I didn’t know what a batten was, but I just nodded. It was great to see our house coming together so quickly. And what a house it was! Tall, with a steep roof. Thick stone walls and high, arched windows. I wasn’t certain of the interior layout, but it was big enough to have ten bedrooms. All it needed was a circular driveway up front and some hedges trimmed into shapes of animals.

I peered around the edge of the canopy at the small plot of land next to us. Nerras would build his house there. I hadn’t told him yet that the mayor had agreed to give him a plot there. Breaking the good news to Nerras was going to be great; he had worked so hard and suffered plenty in life. He deserved good things.

“We should do some work next door for Nerras,” I said idly.

“Do you know what he wants his house to look like?” Cirro asked with a raised eyebrow.

I thought on that for a moment. “No, but I’ll wager Kless and Ozee do.”

Cirro grinned. “Good idea. I can talk to them if you’d like.”

“Please,” I said. “They should come back into the city the day before we leave. They stay in Nerras’s current house when he’s gone.”

“Just make sure you tell me where it is,” Cirro said. “I’ll get it done.”

“What else can we do today?” I asked Lossia.

She shrugged. “We’re getting to the point where a lot of the work is stuff I’m unfamiliar with. I don’t know how to make windows, for example, or furniture. Just the overall structure of the house. That’s where these guys come in.” She reached out and clapped Thorny on the shoulder.

“Oh, you dropped this earlier, Thorny,” I said, holding my hand out.

He looked a question at me and held his hand out. I set a large emerald in his hand that I had pulled from my coin purse earlier, and fixed him with a look that said take it and don’t try to refuse. His look in return was one of quiet gratitude.

“What was that?” Cirro asked, ever the nosey one.

“Just a buckle for a cloak or something,” I said, wanting to quickly change the subject. “So hey, what’s the journey to Holmar like?”

Cirro shrugged as if there wasn’t much to say. “The road isn’t as heavily traveled as the one to York. It’ll be colder, that’s for certain; cold winds from the mountains up north like to come visit Holmar on a regular basis. At least we won’t have to worry about running into any elves.”

“But what about orcs?” I asked.

She shook her head. “They don’t come that far into Brovania. The thousand archers of Holmar keep them from even coming near the city. The problem is when you go near the border. Raiders are likely to come out from Var Akresh and kill you so they can take your stuff. Actually, they’re more likely to capture you and sell you to slavers.”

“At least from the stories I’ve heard, I’m not sure who’s worse. The elves or the orcs,” I said.

Lossia opened her mouth to reply, then closed it and frowned. “They’re both horrible. In different ways, though.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m learning,” I said.

“You don’t have to worry about elves eating you,” she said.

“Uh, what?” I asked. “Eating me?”

She nodded. “Sometimes for a show of dominance, after they kill a foe they’ll tear his heart out and eat it. If they really want to make an example of you, they’ll cut your chest open while you’re still alive and eat your heart. They call it a blood feast. Not a very original name.”

Cirro looked greener than usual and put a hand over her stomach. “Ugh, don’t talk about that stuff. It’s disgusting.”

“Sorry, honey,” Lossia said.

“Thorny is going to teach us how to make furniture,” Cirro said to me. “So if you want to learn how to make a chair, feel free to stay.”

I took that as my cue and stood. “You’re right. I need to get back to the temple, I suppose.” I could feel the swelling in my balls, anyways. It was time to relieve some of that.

Lossia pushed herself to her feet and walked around to me. “I love you, honey,” she said, wrapping her arms around me.

“I love you so much,” I said, kissing the top of her head.

“What about me?” Cirro asked.

“Only sometimes,” I said with a wink.

She laughed. “See you soon, Andrew.”

I bent down and kissed Lossia. “See you tonight.”

She gave me one more tight hug, and then I left the building site.

I swore the weather was getting colder as I hurried across town. The sharp wind had a particularly cutting quality to it that made my jacket all but worthless. Holmar was even colder, so I had to make sure I brought warm clothes. At least the wagon would be done by then.

As soon as I remembered the wagon I decided to check on its progress. I made a left at the next intersection and wandered through the city, slightly lost for a moment until I found a street I recognized. It didn’t take me too long to find the wainwright’s shop, especially since it was near the mayor’s house, which I was familiar with.

I pushed open the front door and walked in. Fennel’s father stood behind the counter, his quill scratching away at a piece of paper. After a moment, he looked up and his eyes brightened upon recognizing me.

“Good day to you,” I said. “I wanted to talk with Fennel about my wagon and check on the progress.”

The old man chuckled. “He doesn’t much care for being checked on like that. He’ll tell you it’ll be done when it’s done. Hates feeling rushed. Been that way since he was a child. But, considering you’re doing something new, he might be excited to talk to you about it.” He jerked his head towards the door. “Come on, let’s go see my boy.”

I walked over to the door at the side of the office. The old man pushed it open and entered the workshop, where Fennal, the wainwright, was bent over a workbench.

“Fennel!” his father called out.

“What is it, pop?” Fennel replied.

“Andrew is here to see you.”

At that, Fennel’s head snapped around. He smiled upon seeing me, and set his tools down.

“Andrew, come in. I have a lot to show you,” Fennel said.

“Thanks, pops,” I said, clapping his father on the back. The old man blinked in surprise at the touch, but went back to his office.

I went over to the workbench where Fennel stood and examined what he had. Two long wooden boxes sat, one inside the other, looking like a square wooden shock absorber. Fennel grabbed it and stood it on end with a smile of pride.

“It hasn’t been easy, but I think I have a working prototype,” he said. “I had to be careful. There aren’t enough of those bouncing balls to make any mistakes. I filled this,” he said, indicating the contraption he held. “The weight of the wagon will press this down, compressing the rubber balls within. I think it will work nicely, especially with one at each wheel. The balls will wear out over time, I believe, but replacing them will be relatively easy.”

I smiled at what he had created. “You’re a genius, Fennel,” I told him. It was about as crude as suspension could be, but it would be a huge improvement.

“Now, this will add several inches to the undercarriage, so I’ll have to think of a new way to mount it to the wagon,” Fennel said. “I believe if I do it right, I can keep the ride height the same. Maybe even lower it an inch or two, to make it easier to get in and out of.”

“This is great,” I said. “Get used to seeing this wagon. I should be getting some magical items in a few weeks—I suppose when I come back from Holmar I’ll be able to bring them to you.” I tried to think of how to describe it without using the word ‘motor.’ “One of them is going to be something that turns on its own. I’ll have you attach it to one of the axles so it can power the wagon.”

Fennel frowned as he thought about what I was saying. “Are you saying the wagon will move on its own? With no horses?”

I nodded. “Revolutionary. I don’t know how strong the magic device will be, but if it works at all it’ll be great.”

His face brightened. “Imagine how much that will change travel! No more need to bring food for the horses, and no worries about stepping in their droppings. Or smelling it, for that matter.”

I, of course, had a military use in mind. “Also no worries of anyone sticking an arrow in my horses,” I said. “If the device is strong enough, we can attach some basic armor to the wagon and I’ll drive it right up to Vogrim’s front door.”

Fennel frowned, staring at his contraption as his brain continued to work. “I can see it in my mind,” he said. “With this—what did you call it again?”

“Suspension,” I said.

“Yes, yes,” he said, hefting it in his hands. “A wagon with suspension, so the ride isn’t so bumpy. A wagon that moves without the need of horses. Tell me, Andrew, what other things can you think of?”

I laughed. “I suppose a car stereo is a bit beyond our capabilities at the moment. With no need for horses, we can redesign the front, though. No yoke to worry about, no need for a big wagon tongue. The front axle will still need to move so we can turn, but we can make a handle where the driver can turn it.”

Fennel nodded and I could practically see how wildly his thoughts were churning. I actually knew how to make a basic steering assembly from playing with Legos so much as a kid. I didn’t know if they had the technology or materials to pull it off, though. Maybe with the help of some magic.

Currently, the entire front axle moved around a central pivot beneath the undercarriage when the wagon went around the corner. It was attached by a single thick bolt in the middle and a thick layer of heavy grease allowed the wood to pivot. It was functional at best, especially since the animals pulling the wagon would help turn the front axle when they went around a corner. It was nothing like a modern steering system, though.

What we needed were modern ball bearings, or even better, roller bearings. I tried my best to describe a roller bearing setup to Fennel. He nodded as I spoke, but admitted it would be a daunting prospect, even with the help of magic. Making a fairly large bearing assembly might be possible, but then it would be heavy, and wagons needed to stay lightweight.

The front steering assembly also presented an issue when combined with my suspension idea. Without a more modern steering design, incorporating the suspension into the wagon design would be difficult. Our rubber ball suspension design would work fine with the rear axle, but the front would take some creative thought.

The entire wagon would probably have to be redesigned from the ground up, with everything built around the front suspension and steering. Just in case he wanted to try it, I grabbed a sheet of heavy paper and a quill and tried to sketch out a better steering setup from several angles. Fennel understood immediately how it worked, but admitted it would be difficult with their current technology. Snug-fitting pegs with lots of grease would possibly get the job done, but he really needed bearings made from high-quality steel. I decided that I would stop by tomorrow to try to help him create some.

“Together, we’re going to change the world,” I told him. “Well, at least the goblin world. Everyone else will have to pay.”
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When I was done at the wainwright’s shop, I left and set my course for the temple. I had work to do, and I really needed to get on the ball if I was going to get anywhere near Thilli’s goal. I knew I wouldn’t meet that number, but it wouldn’t be for lack of trying.

It was still freezing outside, and the ominous cloud above the city began to take on a darker hue. That didn’t bode well if Vogrim was going to be dropping poisonous rain on the city every other day. I shoved my hands in my armpits and tried to hurry.

I kept an eye on the cloud above and broke into a slow jog to stay warm. The cold air stung my face and lungs, but after a few minutes my heart was pumping and I was warm. Except for my hands, of course. No amount of running would fix that.

I kept running when I reached the temple stairs and didn’t stop until I entered the sanctuary. Standing in the door, I let the warm air from the two towering fireplaces at the back of the room wash over me as I caught my breath.

Inside the sanctuary, roughly ten women sat on pews, their heads bowed in prayer. This was something I saw more of each day: the women here for me to impregnate often spent the day in prayer first. Zozella was a good goddess as far as deities went, so that was good to see. I was going to have to interrupt them, though.

After a few minutes, Prazzi approached me. It was hard to tell with her dress, but it looked like she had gained a few pounds. The best part of pregnancy was that much of that weight often went right to the breasts and butt.

“Looking for something?” she asked with a smile.

“Yes,” I replied. “You. I’m going to do all I can today, so I’ll need your help. I’ll need plenty of water, or tea if you prefer, and a steady stream of women.”

She arched a slender blue eyebrow. “Planning on something special?”

I smiled. “Just doing all that I can.”

She curtseyed, giving me a lovely view down the front of her dress. I was pretty sure she did that on purpose, which was exactly what I needed at the moment. I was about to experience the most oversexed moment of my life, so I needed all the help I could get.

I strode down the aisle between the pews and went straight to the statue of Zozella. Kneeling before it, I spoke quietly to her.

“I hope you’re not going to ask me to kiss you again,” her voice said in my head. Her laughter was like bells chiming and birds singing.

“Tempting, but I don’t think I’ll have time,” I said. “Look, I’ll cut straight to it. You’ve given me several blessings and done a lot of work on my body. Could I get a bit more help, at least just for this afternoon? I feel that I’m behind, and I want to mate with as many women as possible.”

She was quiet for a moment, so I looked up and found her statue smiling down upon me. “Other men would ask a question like that to simply experience more of my daughters. But I know your heart, Andrew. I can see your desires, and I know you’re truly just trying to help us. I will gladly help you, although I’ll warn you it won’t be easy.”

I suddenly felt desire build in my heart, strong and thick. Lust might have been a better word. I looked up at the statue of Zozella, at her large breasts and round hips, and felt myself harden. It was nearly uncontrollable, how badly I wanted sex at that moment.

“Go,” Zozella said. Her statue bent down and placed her hand upon my head, and I felt warmth at her touch. “Do not push yourself too hard, Andrew. You’re still just a man, after all.”

“We’ll see about that,” I said, watching her breast move as she reached for me.

I stood and quickly turned. My rock-hard erection strained the front of my pants as I took a step towards the nearby women. To my surprise, one of the women seated at the front pew was Una. Her pink hair and violet eyes were something I would never forget; they made me think of cotton candy.

I sat next to her and gave her a hug. The feeling of her body, lithe and toned, like a gymnast, set my blood on fire. Holy shit, Zozella really did a number on me. I felt like I would blow in my pants if this woman even touched me.

“It’s good to see you, Una,” I said, placing a hand on her shoulder.

“You too, Andrew,” she said, smiling sweetly. “The first time we made love didn’t take, so I came back. I really want to carry your chil—oh!”

She cut off in a yelp as I reached out and lifted her in my arms. Once she settled herself, she threw her slender arms around my neck and giggled. I hurried to the door of my room and pushed it open with my boot. I couldn’t get there fast enough.

“She spoke to you,” Una said, her voice filled with wonder. “We all saw her move. Do you truly hear her voice?”

“Every time I pray to her,” I replied, carrying Una to the bed. Holy shit, my head felt like it was going to explode. Both of them.

I set her on the bed and immediately began pulling off my clothes. The room was cold, but at that moment I didn’t care. After yanking off my boots, I undid the laces on my breeches and shirt and tossed them both to the floor in a heap. Una was wearing a simple dress that came off with a single motion.

She saw the desire burning in my eyes and smiled. After backing up slightly on the bed, she spread her toned thighs and beckoned me closer.

I wanted every part of her, all at once. My skin ached and needed to touch hers. I bent down and ran my flattened tongue up the length of her labia, then back down and pointed it, gently pushing it inside her. She moaned softly as I licked my way up to her clitoris and toyed with it for a few seconds.

My body was so busy pumping blood to my crotch that I was dizzy. I straightened up and grabbed her by the hips, pulling her to the edge of the bed. Fortunately, the bed was at the perfect height, so her soaking wet pussy was right in front of my erection. I rubbed it against her a few times, then began working it inside her.

My hands gripped her tiny body as I pushed myself in and out. Never before had I felt pleasure like this. Whatever Zozella had done affected my brain as well; looking down all I saw was absolute perfection.

The muscles in Una’s muscular stomach tightened as she moved with me. Her pussy was amazing in every way; just the right size, the perfect amount of mind-blowing tightness, and absolutely juicy wet. Her breasts were small and perky, and I couldn’t have made them any better if I had a magic wand. Same with her hips, muscular and tight and firm beneath my hands.

“By the gods that feels amazing,” Una said, looking down and watching me thrust inside her. “I’ve never felt anything like that before.”

She reached out with both hands and came to me, our lips pressing together. It appeared that whatever Zozella had done to me was affecting the women as well. Well, if her goal was impregnation, that made sense; female orgasms increased the chances of a woman getting pregnant, after all.

Una whimpered and moaned against my lips. I held her tightly, slowly pushing myself in and out of her, marveling at just how amazing it felt. Her body shuddered in my hands and she suddenly cried out as she orgasmed. She bucked against me, pressing herself against my body, eager for every inch.

I was only a few seconds behind. My body clenched and suddenly I was squirting my seed deep inside her, not in the insane amounts I had previously, but still above average. The pleasure I felt was hard to describe; orgasmic in nature, but so much more powerful. It was like taking a drug and getting the perfect dose.

We held each other tightly after that, our bodies pressed together, me still buried to the hilt inside her. Una held me tightly, tremors still making her twitch and shake on occasion. After cumming so hard, my erection began to fade as expected, but it didn’t go down all the way. I only had perhaps a single minute for my body to calm down after that. I used it to hold her tightly against my chest.

One of my hands slid down her back and latched onto her firm bottom like a magnet. I gave it a squeeze and soon felt myself rising again.

“So soon?” Una asked, pulling away slightly and looking down. I was still fully inside her, and growing by the second.

I pushed myself inside her, all the way again, and she let out a little moan. Finally catching myself, I pulled out, then leaned forwards and kissed her.

“You can thank Zozella for that,” I said with a chuckle. “Go ahead and send the next woman in.”

“Okay,” she said, reaching down and grabbing her dress. She pulled the wool dress over her head and settled it on her body, then gave me another smile. “Thanks, Andrew,” she said.

“It’s great to see you again, Una,” I said. I struggled to keep my eyes on hers. It lasted until she turned around and walked away. My eyes went to her hips, swaying just slightly and her perky bottom undulating.

She gave me one last smile as she pulled the door open and left. I let out a lungful of air and shook my head. Zozella was right to have warned me about this. I felt like an addict, eager for the next time I could have sex. If I didn’t get it soon, I was going to explode.

The next woman that came in was one of Zozella’s Daughters, I noticed with a smile. She was a tall thing with sandy blonde wavy hair and bright blue eyes, like some kind of surfer goblin girl. She gave me a smile and held my gaze as she unlaced the front of her dress.

I stood there, one arm on the nearest bed poster, struggling to keep my cool. Before she even took her clothes off, I wanted her. As she finished unlacing the dress, she stepped closer to me and pulled it open, like a robe, and let it fall to the floor.

As with Una, she was perfect in every way, even though her body was practically the complete opposite. She was tall, nearly five feet even, with a solid amount of muscle on her and a layer of fat giving her a strong, curvy look. She spun in a circle, and when I saw the roundness of her bottom my cock ached for it. I wanted to cum in her pussy, in her ass, everywhere.

She stopped with her side facing me and slowly dragged a fingertip along the front of her thigh, drawing attention to the way it curved with muscle and fat. Her stomach was soft, although I saw hints of muscle beneath, and her breasts large and round, with the sort of slight hang that natural breasts had.

It dawned on me that she was a bit older than many of the other women I had been with, but I didn’t care. I was still learning how goblins aged, but I placed her around mid-thirties. At that moment, that seemed the perfect age.

I held a hand out, nearly shaking with excitement. She placed her hand in mine and I pulled her to me and immediately wrapped my arms around her. Our tongues met and my hands went right to work, one squeezing those magnificent breasts while my other one gripped her beautiful round bottom. My erection pressed against her stomach and she wiggled side-to-side, rubbing against it.

I couldn’t wait any longer. I placed my hands beneath her arms and lifted her into the air, surprising both of us with my strength. I set her on the bed, being careful to be gentle, then crawled after her.

Our lips met again and we rolled around on the bed, her hand stroking me, my hands on her ass. We writhed in each other’s grip until I was lying on my back with her on top of me.

“Are you ready?” she asked, stroking me with her hand as she straddle my hips.

“I should ask you the same thing,” I said.

“You won’t last five minutes with me,” she said as she rubbed the head of my cock against her labia.

I smiled, because I knew what to expect from her, and I knew about Zozella’s blessing. She, on the other hand, didn’t. Her breath caught as she rubbed me against her pussy lips, and she rubbed faster, covering me with her juices. She rubbed the head of my cock against her clitoris side-to-side, clearly intending to do it for only a few seconds, but her entire body shook the moment she touched her love button.

She looked up at me as if unsure what was happening. I just smiled back at her.

“This is Zozella’s doing,” I told her gently. “Enjoy it however you wish.”

She licked her lips, then looked down at my cock in her hand. She placed her other hand on my ribs for support, then went back to rubbing the tip of my dick against her clitoris. The amount of sensation she felt was apparently near-overwhelming, for she twitched and shuddered the entire time.

Her eyes closed and her breaths came in shallow gasps as she kept rubbing herself. I had never before had a woman use me to get off in that manner, but at that moment it seemed like the perfect thing, just as perfect as the curves of her body.

She rubbed me faster against her, not hard enough to hurt me and fortunately not hard enough to get me off. After less than a minute total, she shouted, her voice echoing off the smooth stone walls as she orgasmed.

She kept rubbing herself for a few seconds, then grabbed the base of my cock and sat down on it. She was so wet that she was able to take my full length in a single motion. I wanted nothing more in that moment than to reach down and grab onto her ass and ram myself up and down inside her while sucking on one of those big breasts, but I somehow managed to hold myself still.

Still in the middle of a lengthy orgasm, she rode me up and down, her body shaking as she slammed her ass against me. Her moans nearly turned to cries and she rested both hands on my chest, her eyes closed as she rode me.

I couldn’t hold back any longer. I bent my knees to cradle her and allow me to thrust better. That action leaned her forwards and she fell upon me. My hands immediately went to her big, round ass and I squeezed it and held it tightly as I thrust in and out. She leaned up a bit, pressing her breasts in my face, and I licked and sucked on her nipples, enjoying the orgasmic noises she made.

I came after only a minute of that, and I orgasmed with both of my hands on her ass and both of her huge tits pressed in my face. It was like being in heaven. She orgasmed at the same time, twice for her, and we both shouted our pleasure to the ceiling. My body was like a machine, pumping in and out of her, squirting a healthy load of cum deep inside her, never tiring.

She collapsed against my chest and I held her tightly to me, breathing hard and loving the feeling of her sweaty body against mine. She showered the side of my face with kisses and I smiled. We kissed for a while, her sitting on top of me with my hands on her perfect ass.

“That was amazing,” she said breathlessly, and kissed me again. “By the gods, I could stay here all day, never leaving this bed.”

To be honest, I could have just stayed there with her for the rest of the day, making love to her over and over again, but some part of my brain knew that couldn’t happen. I gently helped her roll off of me and we both left the bed.

She put on quite a show, bending over right in front of me to pick up her dress. She looked at me over her shoulder and took a step back, rubbing her full bottom against my cock, which was already rising again for round three.

“Oh, sorry, I dropped something,” she said and bent down straight in front of me. Opening her mouth, she took my full length and sucked hard, pulling it out with a popping noise.

“Wow, you’re a tease, aren’t you?” I asked, helping her to her feet.

“Maybe,” she said with a smile. She danced for a moment, gyrating her hips, before finally tying the front of her dress.

I followed her to the door that time, not only because I wanted to see her curves, but because I wanted to talk to Prazzi.

We left my room together and I crossed the sanctuary, still fully nude and erect. Several of the women gasped when they saw me, and more than one watched me with hunger in her gaze.

“Well hello, Andrew,” Prazzi said with a laugh. “I’m assuming you need something, else you wouldn’t be wandering around my temple naked.”

“Find me a chubby girl,” I said. My heart pounded at the thought of a soft, curvy goblin woman.

Prazzi glanced around me at the women seated in the pews. “I don’t think we have any waiting for you. Although…. We have a girl that works here, sweet as can be and with a beautiful smile, but a bit on the large side. That’s pretty rare for goblin women, to be honest. She just enjoys her sweets a bit more than the rest of us. I know she has wanted to be with you since the beginning, but it’s generally the fit and tall women that get first pick.”

“Bring her,” I said without hesitation. “The sooner the better.”

“Are you okay?” Prazzi asked, reaching out and placing her hand on my forehead. The moment she touched me I wanted to tear her dress off and make love to her right there on the temple floor.

“I’m alright,” I said. “This is just another one of Zozella’s blessings.”

She smiled at me and withdrew her hand. “Okay. Go back to your room and she’ll be right there.”

I walked back to my room in a daze. Some of the women seated on the pews watched me, and I was tempted to do them right there. The overwhelming desire I felt was simply unbelievable.

The nearest woman was tall and slender, with dark brown hair and green eyes. She gave me a gentle smile, and my eyes traced down her neck to her perfect figure. Her breasts were on the small side, but just right for her frame. She noticed me watching her and her smile deepened.

“Andrew?” a woman’s voice said from behind me. “I’m Meeka.”

I turned and saw a chubby goblin woman standing there. She was of average height, so around four and a half feet tall, with big, soft curves and wide hips. Her face was pretty and cheerful, with a smile that never seemed to fade and cheeks that I wanted to pinch. Her long hair was deep red, almost a cherry red color, and she had pink eyes. Her breasts were huge, practically the size of my head.

I reached out to her and she giggled, then slipped her hand in mine. I was going to lead her to the room, but instead I pulled her to me. The moment her body touched mine, I reached down and lifted her into my arms. The way her soft body felt against mine was mesmerizing. I couldn’t wait to get her naked.

I rushed back into my room. Meeka gasped when I ran with her in my arms. She held onto me tightly, massive breasts bouncing with every step I took. I went straight to the bed and gently set her down in front of it.

My cock was raging at the sight of her. She quickly began pulling on the ties at the front of her robelike dress, and I reached out and helped her. Within seconds, her dress slid off her shoulders and onto the floor.

She stood there for a moment, her posture uncertain and ashamed. I reached out and took both of her hands and held them out so I could look her over.

Meeka was a larger woman, solidly chubby but not quite fat, or obese, or whatever word you would want to use. Her body was soft, with wide hips and a pudgy tummy, not to mention those massive melons of hers. Her lips were full and round as well, and I immediately bent over and kissed her. She kissed me back, her tongue pressing into my mouth, and her hands reached out for my cock. The moment she touched me we both moaned, and she suddenly broke our kiss and scrambled onto the bed.

I loved the sight of her large bottom as she crawled across the blanket. I reached out and slapped my palm on her voluptuous ass, watching it shake. Heart pounding, I leaped up onto the bed and moved in right behind her. After licking my fingertips, I reached down and wiped them on her, but she was already wet. I began pushing myself inside her, and she began pushing her ass back against me.

The moment I was fully inside her, I paused for a moment and looked down, admiring the sight of her big round butt. My hands caressed it, then grabbed on her hips and pulled her against me. Her entire body quivered with pleasure.

I was going to take things slow and enjoy it as much as I could, but she immediately began ramming her ass against me, nearly knocking me off the bed in the process. Laughter escaped my lips as I held on and enjoyed the ride.

After a minute of that, I grabbed her by the waist and rolled her over onto her back. Entering her from behind was nice and I certainly appreciated the view, but sometimes it felt very impersonal.

She spread her thick thighs for me, beaming a smile at me the entire time as I rubbed the head of my cock against her lips. I slowly pushed in, enjoying every millimeter of penetration. It felt incredible. Once I was all the way in I held myself there again for a moment, amazed at just how incredible a pussy could feel.

Meeka’s body shook with pleasure. She reached down with one hand and began rubbing her clitoris with her fingers. The action of course pressed her giant breasts together, so I couldn’t help but bend down so I could enjoy those things. I licked, kissed, sucked, and nibbled on her huge breasts, enjoying every second of it as I continued penetrating her with slow, deep strokes.

Less than a minute had passed when Meeka suddenly reached out for me. Her hand tightened on my shoulder and she gasped, then her entire body tightened beneath me. I was almost there as well, so I picked up the pace, pounding her good and hard. She shouted her pleasure out loud, saying my name and pulling my face against her breasts as she orgasmed.

I managed to roll us over before I came. Her thick thighs straddled me, holding me in place, and I reached out and grabbed onto those amazing breasts of hers and continued pleasing them. Her moans increased in pitch and she came a second time right as I finally blew my lid. I erupted inside her, coating her insides with a healthy dose of my sperm.

With one of her large nipples in my mouth, I reached down and grabbed onto her chunky bottom and squeezed it good and hard as I rammed myself into her during the final throes of my orgasm. I loved fit women, but at that moment the softness of her extra weight felt perfect. I was grateful for this new blessing Zozella had given me. After I came, I kept my half-hard cock inside her, making gentle love to her while my hands roamed her body. I caressed her breasts, ran my hands down her soft arms and across her tummy, then grabbed onto her thighs.

She finally collapsed on top of me, breathing hard. My heart was pounding in my chest and I felt drained, but my cock never got the memo. It started to rise again as I worked it in and out of the round beauty.

I had to force myself to stop. Instead, I took her face in my hands and gently kissed her for a solid five minutes, just showing her some love and appreciation. After that, I held her tightly against my chest for a while. Of course, I was still rock-hard and buried deep inside her. She eventually began working her hips up and down, and with a laugh I had to move her off me.

“Gotta save that for the next one,” I said, bending down to kiss the top of her head.

“Thank you for choosing me, Andrew,” she said, smiling sweetly. “I never thought you would, because I’m bigger.”

I towered over her, and made a point of looking her up and down. I reached around and grabbed a handful of her large bottom and squeezed it. “Listen, if you don’t wind up pregnant after this, don’t hesitate to come back. We’ll do it as many times as it takes.” And I bent down and kissed her again.

“You’re so sweet,” she said, kissing me back. “I suppose I should return to work, though. This is certainly the best break I’ve had in a while.” She winked at me, then turned around and shook her bottom at me as she bent over to pick up her dress.

At that moment, Prazzi brought in a pitcher of tea for me and poured me a glass. “Make sure you’re staying hydrated, Andrew,” she said with a smile.

“You’re the best, Prazzi,” I said.
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When my wives came home that evening, I didn’t stop except for a few minutes to hug them all and tell them I loved them. Thilli looked at my naked body hungrily, but saw the crowd of women outside and nodded in approval.

Prazzi, the angel that she was, had done an excellent job rounding up more women. After the ten women in the sanctuary plus Meeka, Prazzi managed to find plenty more women eager for me to impregnate. They came in all shapes and sizes and ages, from freshly nineteen and petite to a deliciously thick forty-five year old.

Once I hugged and kissed my wives, I went right back to work. Thilli crossed her arms and watched like a manager as I led a tall silver-haired goblin woman to the bed. The woman initially hesitated upon seeing my wives, but I assured her everything was okay. Like the rest, the silver-haired woman orgasmed almost immediately. Man, Zozella really knew how to design a blessing.

The final women were as much fun as the first, but I was so tired I could hardly do anything. I mostly just laid on my back and let them ride me to completion. It was still an awesome way to spend some time, but my heart pounded like I was running a marathon.

When the last woman left, I remained on the bed for a few minutes, completely exhausted. I closed my eyes and rested for a few minutes, trying to regain some of my strength.

“Hey Lossia,” I called out. “Come here for a second. I need your help.”

“Sure thing,” she said, standing up and walking to the bed.

I slid off the side of the bed and stood there on wobbly legs. With a laugh, I reached out and held onto the bed so I wouldn’t fall.

“What do you need?” Lossia asked with a smile as she stepped up to me.

“You,” I said. I took her face in my arms and kissed her deeply, just as she liked. My hands tore at her dress, and she worked with me, pulling it off over her head.

As exhausted as I was, I somehow managed to make love to each of my four wives. Zozella’s blessing apparently affected them as well that night, for each of them orgasmed almost immediately after we began having sex.

After that, I collapsed on the bed, completely spent. Anna, being the doll that she was, went to the washstand and grabbed a fresh washrag as well as a towel. She wiped me down and dried me off, then tossed the soiled cloths away and joined us in bed.

“How many?” Thilli asked as she snuggled up beside me.

“Not including you four, uhhhh, forty-six,” I replied sleepily.

“Wow,” Cirro said. “That’s impressive. I’ll bet you’re tired.

But I didn’t even hear her, as I had already fallen asleep.

My midnight ball aches were tempered by Lossia, fortunately. She silently rode me in the middle of the night, her entire body shaking and quivering as she orgasmed almost immediately from Zozella’s blessing. She collapsed on my chest and fell asleep that way.

The next morning, I was woken by Thilli and Anna going down on me. As they had a few mornings earlier, they sucked me all the way to completion, and took turns swallowing every drop. Unfortunately, Zozella’s insane blessing had worn off the next morning, so it took me a few extra minutes to cum. It was a hell of a way to wake up, I’ll say that much.

The five of us stayed in bed for a few minutes after that, just cuddling and holding each other. Sometimes it was nice, with the hectic nature my life had taken lately, to just spend a few minutes doing nothing. Just breathing and smiling. Just enjoying being alive.

“How many do you think are pregnant now?” Thilli asked, her head on my shoulder.

I thought on that for a minute. “All of you. Trina, Prazzi. I’m honestly not sure how many in York, although I would guess at least fifty.”

“How many have you mated with?” she asked.

“Hard to say. Probably around two hundred and fifty. Or closer to three hundred, now.” It dawned on me just how difficult it would be to hit Thilli’s goal of one thousand women. Even with the help of a goddess, it just wasn’t going to happen before my fight with Vogrim. There simply wasn’t enough time, and I had too many other things to do.

“Well, if you can repeat yesterday, you should be able to get at least to five hundred by the time all this is done,” she said.

“Hold on,” I said, turning my head to look at her. “Why are you pushing for me to breed with so many women when you know I’m going to defeat Vogrim? Once that’s done, things will return to normal and the goblin people will have children again.”

Thilli sighed. “Because, even with Vogrim gone, we need you, Andrew,” she said. “Look at our neighbors on both sides.”

This was something I had thought about before. She was absolutely right. I didn’t like it, but she was right.

“You’re the strongest magic user in the entire nation,” Thilli continued. “And you’re twice our size. Your children will be tall and strong, which is exactly what we need if we are to survive.” She sighed again. “I don’t like it either. I wish we could just have you to ourselves every day. But this is reality, not some dream. The time will come when our days are slow, calm, and peaceful. But until then, we have a lot of work to do.” She reached out and grabbed my dick. “Especially you.”

I laughed. “Well, your people are my people, so I’ll do everything I can to help. Which means I’ll talk to Zozella again today.”

“Thank you,” Thilli said, hugging me.

After that we all got out of bed and started preparing for our day. Thilli was to supervise the soldiers on archery drills today, as well as spear attacks. Anna always had the kids to worry about, so her mornings were usually slightly rushed. I noticed she put in a lot of extra time to help children that needed extra lessons.

Lossia and Cirro were planning on heading to the building site. The roofing tiles were still being fired, so they were working on the interior with Thorny. Possibly Marcus, if he had time. Lossia pouted slightly when I told her I wouldn’t be able to join them, but she understood.

Overall, I tried for a peaceful morning. I didn’t eat breakfast until all my wives had left, and then I ate that alone in my room. The past couple days had been very stimulating, overstimulating to be honest, and I just wanted to take a moment for myself.

I looked over at the corner of the room, where Eldrick’s shield had previously stood. Ulenor was studying the thing, trying to learn its secrets, although I had a feeling it was fairly straightforward; just a magical sponge, in essence. Lossia had that ruby dagger that was like a giant battery for magic. Thilli had her tiara that was a weaker version of the magical battery. Soon, I would have Eldrick’s sword, and then I would be ready. With that many powerful magical items, surely things would go well for us.

No one was without weakness, I reminded myself. Even a thousand-year-old sorcerer that was nearly as powerful as a god had a weakness. Two weaknesses, to be technical, and one of them was already in my possession.

After breakfast, I cleaned myself up and got dressed. This time I put on my heavy winter coat and swung my fur-lined cloak over my shoulders. Together, they were enough for sub-zero weather, so I would be fine outside.

I left the door to my room open, both so the servants could easily clean up and so warm air from the sanctuary could heat it. This morning, only a few women sat on the pews. They looked to be regular people offering a prayer, instead of women trying to get impregnated. Prazzi caught me on the way out.

“Andrew,” she said, smiling at me. “Are you feeling okay after yesterday? Did you drink your tea?”

“Yes,” I told her, pulling her into a hug. “Thank you, Prazzi. I really appreciate you looking after me like that. I’m going to talk to Zozella and try to do the same thing today, so the more women you’re able to round up, the better. I just need to go help out the wainwright and I’ll be back.”

“Wow,” Prazzi said. “You’re really trying to do as much as you can, I see. Well, if you think you’re up for another day of that, I’ll keep the tea and the women coming. Just make sure you’re not pushing yourself too hard.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said, and kissed the top of her head. “Thanks again, Prazzi,”

“Anything for you, Andrew,” she said, smiling up at me.

I bent down and kissed her, a soft, gentle kiss. Prazzi was a real gem and my daily life was better because of her, so I always wanted to show her appreciation. After another hug, I finally turned and left the temple.

A light dusting of snow covered the city. Not enough to give it that winter wonderland vibe, but enough to bring out the beauty of winter, that was for sure. Women with push brooms kept the streets clear, although I knew they would be fighting a losing battle with heavier snows. I made a mental note to teach them about salting roads.

It took me a second to notice that no men were out. The few people I saw out were all women, without exception. Looking up, I saw the ever-present cloud above the city, gray and gloomy. Tiny snowflakes fell from it.

This was a new development. The men wouldn’t be able to do much all winter if the snow was poisoned as well. Soon, I told myself. They only had to last two more months.

I hurried towards the wainwright’s shop. Fortunately, it wasn’t a particularly long walk, and my quick stride helped me get there quickly. The nearly empty streets also made for quick passage.

When I arrived at the wainwright’s shop, I greeted pops at the counter, then went into the workshop. I found Fennel sipping on a cup of hot tea, staring out the window with a deep frown on his face.

“The rain was bad enough,” he said as he watched the snow fall. “But it was always done within minutes, or a few hours at worst. Snow is slow, though. It might snow all day, and that snow will just sit on the sides of the street.” He turned to me. “And none of us men can touch it, or we’ll fall sick for a week, barely able to even get out of bed. I’m lucky I have this workshop. Others don’t have that luxury. Men are going to die because of this, mark my words.”

“Every day, we’re one step closer to defeating Vogrim and fixing all of this,” I told him. “I know that’s not incredibly helpful at the moment, but a day will come when it’s all over. I give you my word.”

“Yes, well,” he muttered, looking down into his cup. “I suppose we should get started.” He drained the last of his cup in a single gulp, then turned back to me. “So, what are we doing again today?”

“Bearings,” I said. “At least, we’re going to try. I think if we work together, we can make something usable. My thoughts are we’ll make a larger one first, then try to make something smaller, something that we can use.”

“How many of these bearings are you trying to make?” Fennel asked.

I thought for a moment. “Ideally, one for each wheel, so that’s four. If we’re able to design a good steering layout with your new suspension, we’ll need more.”

“Well, let’s get started, then,” Fennel said, and led me to the small forge at the back of his workshop.
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“What are we starting with?” he asked.

“Steel. High quality steel,” I said.

“Steel, I’ve got plenty of,” Fennel said, gesturing to a rack of steel ingots near the forge. “You’ll just have to shape them. Magic is the best way, but for some things, larger things, I still use a hammer and anvil. I’m not the strongest with magic, especially fire magic.”

I frowned at the blocks of steel and focused my thoughts for a moment. Bearings were simple; basically two circles with either balls or rollers between them. It was just a matter of sizing everything just right, and ensuring everything was perfectly round. And the same exact size. Okay, so maybe they weren’t that simple after all.

I thought back to the times I had changed a tire on my old cars, or worked on the suspension. I had installed larger sway bars and better shocks on my old BMW years ago in the interest of improving the handling, so I had a general understanding of basic suspension and steering. I could explain it in relatively simple terms.

But now, standing in front of raw materials, I found that recreating it was incredibly difficult. I barely knew where to start.

“Everything alright?” Fennel asked, watching me stare at nothing.

“Sorry,” I said. “Just trying to figure out where to start. What parts to make first.”

“Of the bearings?” he asked.

I laughed. I was getting ahead of myself, designing an entire suspension system in my head. “You’re right. Let’s get this done.”

I opened myself to my magical well and pulled a bit of magic into myself. Using that, I lifted a bar of steel and set it on the coals. Magic created a gentle breeze and enough fire to get the coals yellow-hot. The steel was soon glowing orange.

“It’s ready,” Fennel said. “Much hotter and you can burn the steel.”

Using magic, I lifted the block of hot steel and set it on the nearby anvil. I was making roller bearings, so it made sense to make the rollers first. I sent out my magical tendrils just as I had seen Lossia do countless times, feeling the steel, becoming one with the burning hot metal. I forced it to bend to my will, and it began taking shape. I envisioned the steel lengthening, stretching, and becoming round. It twisted and shaped itself into a long steel rod, larger than I wanted but a good start.

Wasting no time, I tried to improve upon what I had. I continued shaping the steel, stretching the rod out until it was thinner and thinner. When it was roughly a quarter inch in diameter, I sliced off a four-foot section and spun it on its long axis, checking for straightness. With a bit of magic, I ensured it was not only perfectly straight, but round.

After that, I used magic to slice the rod into one-inch lengths. Making precise cuts with magic was surprisingly easy, and soon we had a pile of nearly fifty rollers, still glowing a dull reddish-brown.

“Nice job,” Fennel said. “You’re a bit heavy-handed, but I know you haven’t been using magic very long.” Everyone knew about the hundred goblins that had given their lives to grant me magical power. I was just glad no one held it against me. “Looks like you’re making good progress.”

“Thanks,” I said.

I lifted the remaining piece of steel and pushed it back into the coals. More airflow and some fire got the coals glowing again, and soon the metal glowed with heat.

First, I pressed the long rod of steel back into a more usable shape, which was little more than a lump. I needed to make two circles, two rings, for this bearing to work. The exact size wasn’t something I had figured out ahead of time. Hopefully that wouldn’t come back to bite me in the ass later.

Taking the lump of steel, I sliced it in two, leaving one half on the coals and sending the other one to the anvil again.

“I need a tube,” I said aloud. “Two, actually. One inside the other, with those rollers filling in the gap.”

“That shouldn’t be too hard,” Fennel said. “If you can keep some heat in that steel, I should be able to shape it for you in no time.”

I directed a gentle line of heat into the steel, keeping it hot and pliable. Fennel stood near it and frowned in concentration. I felt him draw magic into himself, and then the steel began changing shape.

He was right, I was heavy-handed. Fennel worked twice as quickly with me, and with no wasted motions. He drew the steel out into a tube roughly an inch in diameter and ten times as long. Then, using magic, he sliced it into lengths just slightly longer than the rollers I had made earlier. He was done in seconds.

I was going to arrange the tubes he had just made with the rollers, but Fennel used magic to lift them into the air. He frowned for a moment, then used the remaining steel to create another tube just large enough to fit around the entire thing. That was also sliced neatly into precise lengths.

“That’s actually not too complicated,” Fennel said, wiping sweat from his forehead with his forearm. “I’m not nearly as strong as you, so it’s tiring, though. You keeping the steel hot really allows me to work faster.”

“All we need now are pieces on the side to keep the rollers from falling out,” I said, bending down to look closely at everything. “And they’ll hold it all together.”

Fennel nodded. “Yes, yes, I see. I don’t think that’ll be any trouble.”

He brought the remaining steel over from the coals and I directed heat into it until it glowed. Then, Fennel flattened it out, from time to time holding it against one of the tubes so he could double check the size.

The smaller tube received a wall around its outer edge, like a parapet wall, that prevented the rollers from sliding out the sides. Using precisely wielded heat, Fennel attached the steel to the inner tube, making them into one piece better than any welder could have. The larger tube surrounded this, and it received the same thing, but the steel faced inwards, holding it all together.

Five minutes later, we stared at the completed roller bearing on the anvil. Using magic, I gently pulled heat from the steel, going slowly enough not to crack the metal. When it was cool enough to touch, I picked it up with my bare hand.

“Well, look at that,” Fennel said as I turned it over in my hands. “May I?”

I handed it to him and he immediately stuck the bearing over two of his fingers, then spun the outer piece. It wasn’t perfect, but it spun with relative ease.

“Those on the axles will be a lot better than just some greased wood,” I said. “Although you’ll need to grease the bearing as well.”

“Amazing how the simplest things can have such a dramatic effect,” Fennel said, still spinning the bearing. “What else is swimming around in that head of yours?”

“Stub axles,” I said.

He looked at me with an eyebrow raised.

“So we can make a better front steering setup,” I explained. “The wheels can turn on their own instead of the whole front axle turning. I think I can make it, but it might take me a few tries. First, we’ll need more bearings, though.”

“Let’s get on it,” Fennel said.

It took us the better part of the morning working together, me keeping the steel heated and Fennel shaping it, but we finished four roller bearings of equal size. I never in my life thought I’d be excited about something like bearings, but then again I never thought I’d be spending days in a wagon, either.

Fennel had to sit down and take a break once we finished. He wasn’t particularly strong in magic and wasn’t used to doing so much with it in a day. My thoughts were still filled with ideas, so I didn’t want to stop.

“Mind if I try some things?” I asked. He nodded and encouraged me to continue.

So, basic steering isn’t that hard—playing with Legos as a kid taught me that much. I was certain I could make something like that, but incorporating suspension was where it got difficult.

I grabbed two pieces of steel and thrust them into the fire, then began to think. If I treated his rubber ball-filled wooden contraptions as shock absorbers, I could make something basic and usable and modeled after car suspension.

I needed control arms first, I decided. No, wait; I needed that piece that everything bolted to, that held the wheel bearing. Something knuckle? Steering knuckle? I wasn’t sure what the name was, but I decided to start there.

At first glance, they didn’t seem that complicated. Each one needed to be strong, so I made them from steel, of course. And they needed to hold the bearing, so they needed a hole. They would need different spots to attach to the rest of the steering and suspension. Oof, this was hard.

I decided to start at the most basic piece: a subframe to hold it all. I grabbed two more pieces of steel and tossed them into the coals.

“Hey Fennel, would you mind rolling two front wheels over here and holding them for me?” I asked. “Hold them about as wide as wheels generally are on a wagon.”

“Sure thing,” he said. He pushed himself to his feet with a grunt, then rolled two wheels across the shop towards me. Standing there with his arms out, he kept them upright for a second, then lowered his arms. The flat steel rings around the wheels kept them upright on their own. “That looks about the right width,” he said.

I took two pieces of steel from the coals and set them on the anvil, then started working quickly. After pouring more heat into them, I pressed them together until they were a single piece, then flattened the whole thing out. Now, a flat sheet of steel wasn’t particularly strong, but if I added some ridges and curves at the edges like so….

“What’s that?” Fennel asked.

“Subframe,” I said as I shaped the two ends into something I could mount control arms to. “This will hold the suspension and steering.” I added thick steel tubes to each end, through which I would drive a heavy bolt. Or whatever they had here.

That done, I decided I was ready to try some control arms. The basic idea certainly wasn’t difficult—they would mount to the subframe at one end, and that knuckle thing at the other. I shaped them in the same manner as the subframe, creating two flat sheets of steel and adding ridges and curved edges for strength. On a whim I punched some holes out in the center to lighten it, then did the same thing to the subframe. Then curved the edges of the new holes for even more stiffness.

“I feel like I’m getting the hang of this,” I said as I worked.

“You learn quickly,” Fennel said. “I don’t even know what you’re making, but you’re moving twice as fast as I could.”

The wide part of each control arm received two small tubes that fit on either side of the one on the subframe. Some quick work with steel made two steel rods that I slipped through, holding it all together.

“Well, will you look at that,” Fennel said, looking at what I had made.

At that moment it was just a simple subframe with two control arms, but they moved up and down freely. I had the start of something that would revolutionize travel.

I felt almost in a daze as I worked, and became so focused on my work I forgot about everything else, even Fennel. The steering knuckles came next, although I quickly realized I had to make a ball joint on the bottom of each one and an accompanying socket on the control arms so they could move.

“Those will have to be greased,” I said to Fennel. He nodded.

Now came the fun part. I started simply, drawing a hollow tube out of steel, and made it as wide as the entire system. I wasn’t the best with fastening things, so I simply made upward-facing hooks on the front edge of each steering knuckle, put loops on each end of the rod, and attached it.

I stepped forwards and grabbed onto that piece I had just made, the steel tube, and pushed it back and forth. The unlubed metal in the ball sockets squeaked as the steering knuckles turned.

“Amazing!” Fennel said.

“This will need a lot of work,” I said. “You’ll have to figure out better ways to connect a lot of this stuff, but I can get you halfway there. Also, your suspension pieces will go here,” I pointed to the top of each steering knuckle.

“Yes, yes, I see,” he said, marveling over what I had just made. “I suppose it’s a good thing I’m stuck indoors all day,” he said. “I’ll be working on this until I pass out.”

“One tip,” I said. “If you can redo your suspension and make it from metal instead of wood, it’ll be stronger and last longer. It’ll be heavier though, so be careful. And don’t melt the rubber balls.”

He nodded slowly as my words sank in. I could tell he was envisioning the completed pieces in his head. I turned and looked over at my wagon and realized the entire thing would have to be rebuilt. We didn’t have time for that, unfortunately.

“I’m leaving for Holmar in a few days,” I said. “Do what you can. Anything to improve the ride quality of this wagon. We can always get more rubber balls, so feel free to use them all.”
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Once I was done at the wainwright’s place, I left and began walking back to the temple. True to what Fennel had said, no men were walking around, even though the snow had stopped. Hopefully within the next few days we’d get some warmer weather to melt the snow so there wouldn’t be poison lying all around.

Of course, then I realized we’d just have poison mud. There was no way to win with this shit.

When I arrived at the temple I walked straight into the sanctuary, then stopped. It was filled with women. Every shade of the rainbow was represented in their hair and eyes. Some of them turned and smiled at me as they saw me enter. Walking down the far side of the room, Prazzi saw me enter and waved.

The crowd parted as I walked down the aisle. I went straight to the statue of Zozella and knelt, as usual.

“I don’t like that I’m changing your people,” I said to her. “But I understand that it’s for their survival. So, with that in mind, I wanted to ask you if you’d be okay with a repeat of yesterday. Whatever that was that you did, just do it again.”

“Of course, Andrew,” her voice said in my head. Her stone hand reached down and touched my face and I heard a chorus of gasps behind me. “I will always be here to give you aid when you are helping my people. Are you ready?”

I took a deep breath and nodded. “Yes.”

Immediately after saying the word, that now-familiar warmth flowed through my body. My heart pounded and I broke out in a cold sweat. I began to get an erection, and reached down to adjust it in my breeches. My mind was suddenly overflowing with lust.

As I had yesterday, I found myself looking up at Zozella. She was the embodiment of beauty and perfection, and I wanted her. I wanted to feel her skin upon mine, her lips on mine. The threat of death didn’t seem that scary at that moment, with all the lust raging through my veins.

“Hey,” I began, my eyes looking up her legs. “Do you think we could—”

“No,” she said firmly. “Now go, the women are waiting for you.”

Only slightly dismayed that I wouldn’t be banging a goddess, I pushed myself to my feet and turned. A crowd of women all stared at me, all of them eager for their turn.

“Who’s first?” I asked.

“Me!”

The word came from two dozen women at once. Half of them immediately rushed forwards and threw their arms around me, their hands rubbing my crotch, their lips seeking mine. I laughed as I undid my jacket right there in the sanctuary. The women helped and my clothes practically flew off.

Before I could say anything, one of the women knelt in front of me and immediately began sucking me. I watched her rose-colored hair with a smile, although I had to pull her to her feet so I didn’t blow so soon. I could already feel Zozella’s blessing in my veins. Every touch from these women felt like pure heaven.

I spread my jacket and breeches on the tile floor and she tore off her dress. Three other women followed suit, but the rose-headed one laid on her back right in front of me. Two women knelt by her, holding her legs wide for me, and I entered her.

Just like yesterday, the feeling was absolutely incredible, every stroke, every thrust the best thing I had ever felt. My blood turned to lava as we made love, and fireworks went off in my head as we kissed. It didn’t take her long at all to reach orgasm, and she tensed and shook in my hands. I lasted only a few seconds longer, then I was pumping her full of my seed.

As soon as she got up, someone threw a thick blanket on the floor to cushion it. I looked up and saw Prazzi standing there, smiling down at me.

“No need for bruised knees,” she said with a wink. I watched her tight little bottom sway as she walked away and nearly went after her.

The women lined up, all eager for their moment with me. I came in so many women I lost track of time, but I made sure to keep count of how many I laid with. I knew that would be important to Thilli.

I lasted a laughably short amount of time; maybe five minutes, although in reality it was more like three. The women came almost as soon as I touched them. I wanted to laugh at my complete lack of staying power, but the women were all as satisfied as could be. Several of them sat on the pews naked, drenched in sweat and struggling to catch their breath.

“Drink,” Prazzi said.

She appeared out of nowhere and offered me a cup of warm tea. I drank it down and thanked her, then went back to my duties.

When my wives arrived that evening, they walked into a room filled with women, some naked and sweaty, some still clothed and anxious for their turn. I looked over and made eye contact with Thilli right as I came inside a slender yellow-haired woman. She stood there with her arms crossed and nodded at me. The rest of my wives stood there with their mouths agape when they saw me mating with goblin women at the foot of the statue of Zozella.

The last woman stood after I kissed her, but I stayed there on my hands and knees. My entire body shook, and every part of me ached. I didn’t think I could even stand at that point. I was in a daze, barely able to think straight after exerting myself so much. My mind still swarmed, thinking only of sex.

A beautiful black-haired face was suddenly in front of me. A perfect face; the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, and somehow I knew that wasn’t just Zozella’s blessing talking. She smiled at me, her violet eyes looking me over.

“You poor thing,” Thilli said. “Can you even stand?”

“I think so,” I replied. “Maybe.” I could barely even think of standing though. My eyes went from her beautiful face to the curves of her breasts that I saw through her unlaced shirt. Her breeches, snug-fitting and dark, caused me to rise again.

I reached out with a shaking hand and touched that perfect face of hers. Some lucidity came back to me in that moment, although I was still mad with desire.

“I love you, Thilli,” I said.

“I love you too, Andrew,” she replied. “How many?”

“Sixty-eight,” I replied.

“Nicely done,” Thilli said.

“Yeah, I’m a little upset there wasn’t one more. But honestly I don’t think I would make it through one more.” I looked down at my penis, erect and pointing right at Thilli. “Think you can help me up?”

“Of course,” she said, smiling sweetly. “Looks like he’s already up, though.”

She took hold of my hand and pulled me to my feet. I stumbled and crashed into her, almost sending us both to the floor, but she held me up. We stood there for a moment, her looking as perfect as ever with her windblown hair, and me naked and sweaty and practically dripping with cum. And in that moment, in my exhaustion, staring into her beautiful violet eyes, I loved her more than I ever had.

I reached down and grabbed the bottom hem of her shirt and pulled it over her head, and she immediately began pushing her breeches down. Within seconds I was on top of her, my lips against hers, both of us moaning in pleasure.

Thilli leaned against the base of Zozella’s statue with her eyes shut tightly. Her body quivered as she rapidly approached orgasm, and sweat dripped from me. I thrust into her hard and fast and she reached behind her head, grabbing onto the nearest thing for support, which just so happened to be the foot of Zozella’s statue.

We came at the same time. It was almost painful for me by this point, but I shot my seed deep inside her. Her body tensed and tightened, but she kept her grip on Zozella’s foot. With a shout, she suddenly recoiled and fell to the side, lying there with her ass in the air. My eyes were immediately drawn to it, but I still had enough sense to check on her.

“Thilli, are you alright?” I asked, reaching down and picking her up. I held her close to me.

“Yes, I think,” she said, blinking away her confusion. “I’m not sure what happened. I reached out to grab something, anything, and wound up holding onto Zozella’s foot right as we both orgasmed.” She turned and looked up at the statue. “I heard her voice in my head, then suddenly I was thrown away, like something exploded.” She placed a hand to her head. “I don’t know what she did.”

I looked up at Zozella. “Perhaps touching a goddess while receiving her blessing has some kind of special effect?”

Thilli shook her head. “I don’t think it’s that. She thanked me for all my work in helping our people. It all happened in a flash. Please, I need to lie down.”

We were quite a sight at that moment. Both of us naked, both of us shaking and barely able to walk, holding each other up and stumbling to our room. Cirro saw us through the door and ran to help.

“Are you two alright? What happened?” She checked Thilli up and down, looking for injuries. “Wow, you have a great butt, Thilli,” she said, slapping the taller woman on the bottom.

“Oh, stop,” Thilli said. “Zozella did something to me. I’m just not sure yet. I’m assuming it was some kind of blessing, but I suppose I’ll learn soon enough.”

“What about you, handsome?” Cirro asked. She reached down and took hold of my penis, which of course, immediately began to rise.

“Huh?” I asked. My eyes went to the bed. I could barely think, I was so exhausted. Every step was a chore.

“Are you up for a bit of fun?” Cirro asked. “Well, I can see that you’re up, but are you going to stay awake?”

“Need the bed,” I said, and limped towards it.

Cirro followed me there, horny as she was. She tore her dress off and climbed onto the bed with me. I turned and flopped down on my back and she immediately straddled me and sank down on my cock.

“I suppose,” I said with a tired smile. “You’re something else, Cirro. You know that?”

“Aren’t you lucky to have me?” she asked, scrunching her nose in a goofy smile. She leaned down and kissed me as the other women climbed on the bed.

“Hello, Anna,” I said as I felt her tongue run up my balls. She continued moving her tongue up until she was licking Cirro.

“Oh!” Cirro said, her eyes popping open when she felt Anna’s tongue. “Wasn’t expecting that, but hey, that’s nice.”

She continued riding me, nice and slowly while Anna licked her, and we soon orgasmed together. I’m not even sure what happened after that, other than the rest of the women all piling on the bed, for I passed out.
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As expected, I slept in pretty late the next morning. I woke up still feeling exhausted, but of course I was ready to go.

Anna and Thilli took turns sucking me off again. I came in Thilli’s mouth, and Anna pushed her tongue in, the two women sloppily kissing while swallowing every substantial drop. It was my new favorite way to start the day.

Once I caught my breath, I slowly made my way across the room. A steaming pitcher of tea sat on a table and I made a mental note to kiss Prazzi the next time I saw her. Two cups later I sat in a chair, feeling slightly better.

“Are you alright over there, handsome?” Cirro asked as she crossed the room naked. Pregnancy was certainly doing some nice things to her body; the roundness of her bottom was almost ridiculous at this point. I loved it.

“Yeah, I’m okay. Just tired,” I said. “Last two days have been pretty busy.”

“Looks like you’re still ready to go, though,” Cirro said with a laugh, pointing at my erection.

I looked down. “Yeah, he has a mind of his own lately.”

“I’ve been thinking,” Thilli said as she slowly approached me. Her being naked didn’t help any; my eyes were glued to her flawless figure. “Even with all you’ve done, there’s just no way you’re going to hit our goal of one thousand women.”

“Yeah, but that’s okay,” I said, taking a deep breath so my erection would go down. Although after a quick glance at Thilli’s hips, I realized I was stuck with this boner for a while.

“The survival of my people is very important to me,” Thilli said.

“I understand,” I replied, reaching out and taking her by the hand. I pulled her close to me, then sat her on my leg. “I understand, Thilli. I really do. While I haven’t been able to do much in York, and nothing in Holmar yet, the goblins of Gillamoor will forever be changed. I think you’re just going to have to be okay with that. Impregnating a thousand women just isn’t that realistic, when you think about it.”

She sighed and crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “I just want what’s best. If your seed can give us a better chance by making us stronger, then I want that.”

“You don’t mind that I’m changing the goblins forever?” I asked. “There won’t be any full-blooded goblins left if you have your way. Only half, or three-quarters.”

She shrugged. “Does that really matter? We’re already part elf. There hasn’t been a pure-blooded goblin for many hundreds of years, Andrew.” She sighed again. “I’m just worried, that’s all.”

“I know, honey. I know.” I wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly.

“Is today your last day before you leave?” a naked Lossia asked as she walked up to us. She smiled at Thilli and placed her hand on the woman’s shoulder in a loving manner.

“Well, shit,” I said. “Time flies when you’re busy, right? I have a lot to do, in that case.”

“Including me,” Lossia said with a wink. She turned around and looked at me over her shoulder, then wiggled her butt at me before walking away.

Thilli leaned down and placed her head on top of mine as we hugged. “I’m going to miss you, you pink-skinned outlander.”

“I’ll definitely miss this,” I said. Her breasts were right in my face. I stuck my tongue out and managed to get a nipple. Thilli laughed and jerked away, but I pulled her close to me again. “Actually, I have something that will let us communicate while I’m away.”

“What, did you have Ulenor make talking glasses or something?” she asked.

“Exactly!” I said. “So we can talk every night. I think that’ll help a lot with the loneliness we sometimes feel.”

Thilli kissed the top of my head, then wrinkled her nose. “You need a bath. You smell like a brothel.”

I reached around and patted her on her perky bottom. “Let me get to that. I guess we all probably have a lot to do today.”

She shrugged and stayed on my leg. “Just watching the soldiers. Once all this is done, you should go back out there. I think they miss you.” She finally stood up and stepped away, which of course gave me a phenomenal view of her rear end.

“Wow, Thilli. Cirro was right,” I said. “Your butt is amazing. Has it grown?”

She twisted around and tried to see it. “I think I’ve gained some weight from this pregnancy.”

I pushed myself to my feet and went towards the bathtub. Servants had already filled it with hot water; Prazzi was always on top of things around here.

“Well, I certainly like it,” I said with a smile.

Thilli looked down at my erection. “I can see that.”

“So, are you into pregnant women now?” Cirro asked, placing her hands on her round hips.

“Only you four,” I said and rushed over to her. I wrapped my arms around her waist and hefted her into the air. She squealed with delight, yelling at me to put her down. When I lowered her, we kissed for a moment.

“Wow, you do smell kind of like a brothel,” Cirro said, pulling away to look at me. “It’s all sweat and cum. Call me crazy, but I kind of like it.” With a grin, she leaned in and kissed me again.

I eventually pulled away from her and grabbed a washrag, dipped it into the tub, and scrubbed myself down. She was right, I was pretty raunchy. I still felt dehydrated, even after the tea. A more conscious effort on hydration would be required if they wanted me doing that.

Once the dirt was off of me, I stepped into the hot bathtub. I could have stayed in there for two hours if the water would have stayed warm. Of course, I could just use magic to keep the water just right.

But in the end, I needed to get to the wainwright’s shop, and then talk with Ulenor. So, while I wanted to soak half the day away, I stood up and grabbed a towel.

“Not taking a soak?” Anna asked. “If anyone’s earned the right to sit around a bit, it’s you.”

I shrugged. “Eh, I have stuff to do today.”

She smiled. “Once this is all done, I’m going to force you to relax for an entire day, just to see if you can do it without going crazy.”

I laughed. “Yeah, I like to stay busy.”

Once I dried off, I went over to the wardrobe to grab some clothes. Thilli was already dressed, and Anna was adjusting her skirt. Cirro kissed Lossia, which almost immediately turned into an intense makeout session. As much as I wanted to join in, that would take an hour from my day. So instead, I walked up, grabbed each of their butts, and gave them a squeeze.

“Is there more where that came from?” Cirro asked, shaking her bottom at me.

“Later,” I said with a smile. “I’ll never leave this room if I let you two have your way.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Lossia said.

I laughed to myself as I grabbed some clothes. It was still a bit chilly outside so I wore a nice midnight blue jacket but draped my heavy, fur-lined cloak over it. After a round of kisses and hugs, we all left the temple.

I hurried down the wide stone street, excitement giving haste to my steps. While he only had a short amount of time to work, I couldn’t wait to see what Fennel had done.

“Good morning, pops,” I said to Fennel’s father as I entered the wainwright’s shop.

“Huh? Oh, yes. Good morning, Andrew,” he said in reply and went back to his ledger.

I crossed the office and pushed open the door to the shop. My wagon was in there, minotaur skull and everything. Fennel stood next to it, arms crossed and a finger tapping his lips as he frowned in thought.

“Good morning, Fennel,” I said as I approached the man. I offered him my hand and he shook it.

“Hello, Andrew,” he said, and turned back to the wagon. “So, you’re here to see your wagon, right? I think you’ll be pleased with what I was able to do.”

“So, what are we looking at, here?” I asked, examining the wagon. From an initial glance, I couldn’t see any blatant modifications.

“The back suspension was easy,” Fennel said, moving to the rear of the wagon. “I was able to use the full setup I created, as the back axle only has to spin; it doesn’t steer, like the front. I would say there’s a good two inch range of motion here at the back axle,” he said as he slapped a wheel. “That should help a lot with ride quality.”

“And the front?” I asked.

“Yes, the front,” he said, his tone much closer to a grumble. “The front axle presented many problems. The steering makes it hard to incorporate my suspension devices, as the entire axle must turn. As such, I’ve kept the conventional steering on the front, but essentially insulated it from the frame of the wagon with the rubber balls. You don’t get nearly as much movement, but it’s what I was able to do in only a few days’ time.”

“Hey, any improvement is welcomed,” I said as I clapped him on the shoulder. I knelt next to the wagon and studied the underside. A double row of the firm rubber balls spanned the front of the wagon, separating the entire steering assembly from the frame. It wasn’t perfect, but it would be much better than before. I supposed it was more like bushings than real suspension, but that was fine.

“I also spent some time making these bearings you showed me,” Fennel said, moving to a shelf near his forge. Two piles of bearings sat there, one pile small bearings and the other large ones. He reached out and picked one up, then spun it around his finger to demonstrate their functionality.

“That’s great,” I said. “This will help us to make some major improvements to the wagon.”

“I’ve already started,” he said with a grin. “Four of these larger bearings are already on your wagon. It made a marked improvement in rolling resistance. Over the smooth floor, I can push it with one arm. Your horses won’t get nearly as tired, now.”

I opened my mouth to make a joke about bucket seats, then closed it and really thought. They weren’t that complex, especially if Fennel could make a simple frame from steel tubing for strength. Between the seats, the new suspension, and those rotisserie turners Elidyr said he was going to bring, I was well on my way to creating something completely new. It was a shame we were still far off from making pneumatic tires.

“I have an idea,” I said. “But first, were you able to do anything with my steering idea?”

“Ah, yes,” Fennel said, his face brightening. “Come.” He waved me over to a set of sawhorses, atop which a stripped-down wagon chassis rested. Did they even call it a chassis on a wagon? Who knew.

“This isn’t easy, but I think I can have a functional prototype in another week,” he said, walking to the front of the wagon frame. “I took the steering you created and attached it to this wagon frame. I couldn’t get this part to stay perpendicular to the ground,” he said, pointing at the steering knuckle, “so I made another pair of these and attached them.” He pointed at the control arms. There were now two on each side, an upper and a lower.

I whistled between my teeth. “Fennel, you just invented double wishbone front suspension. That’s no small feat.”

“Double what?” he asked.

I waved it away. “It’s just the name of this type of suspension. My old Honda Civic had it.” I stepped closer and looked at everything he had created. It was crude, but I could already see that it would work. “We need springs. Real springs.”

Fennel frowned. “I was able to put the remainder of the rubber balls inside these steel tubes. I mounted them on bearings so they could twist when the steering moves.” He pointed to a bulky, shock absorber-looking device on each side. “Mounting the tops of these has proven to be difficult. The wood of the wagon isn’t strong enough without heavy bracing, but if I use some steel, it should work. But then we have a bulky shape to the front of the wagon that makes it hard to mount seats.”

I smiled, as I immediately saw both the problem and the solution. “Don’t put the seat on top,” I said. “Place it in the wagon, slightly behind this. There’s plenty of room for our legs to go beneath this support brace,” I said, touching a shaft of ash wood that looked like a front strut tower brace. After a second I realized that was exactly what it was. I pointed to a spot on the wagon frame behind that. “Put the seat here, behind that.”

Fennel nodded slowly as I spoke. “I suppose that makes sense, but then you lose cargo capacity in the wagon,” he said. “Plus, if you’re sitting lower, you won’t be able to see as far.”

“Yeah, it’s not perfect but it’s what we’ve got,” I said. “I’ll just ask you to trust me on this one.” I looked over the front end of the wagon-car again. “I’m sure we won’t be moving fast enough for aerodynamics to matter, but I might have you reshape the front end slightly. If nothing else, to save some wood. Plus, one day we will have to take aerodynamics into consideration, so best to do it now. Also maybe some fender flares so these wheels don’t kick mud up on me when I’m driving it.”

“Did they have these back in your world?” Fennel asked.

“Kind of,” I replied. “Imagine a hundred years of improvements, and that’s what we had.”

His eyes widened. “You must tell me about them.”

I laughed. “I think if I told you much about them, you’d think I was making it all up. I’ll put it this way: cars back in my world were fast, relatively comfortable, and had rubber wheels so the ride wasn’t bumpy. We’ve got a pretty big headstart, so don’t worry. We’ll get there.”

Fennel’s eyes narrowed. “How fast?”

I thought for a moment. “Imagine making the trip to York in a single day.”

“One day?” Fennel exclaimed. “Surely you jest.”

I laughed again. “Told you. Now, that would just be a regular car. We had faster ones that could make the trip in a matter of hours. Of course, that’s assuming you had smoother roads.”

Fennel shook his head slowly. “You’re right, Andrew. That sounds like something you made up. It’s hard to believe.”

I slapped my hand on the wagon frame in front of me. “Well, the good news is, we’re getting there.”
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There were several things I wanted to do after that, but I had to prioritize. As much as I wanted to see Lossia and Cirro, or visit Anna on her lunch break, I needed to speak with Ulenor about several things.

His house wasn’t far from the wainwright’s shop, so it only took me a few minutes to get there. I knocked on his door and waited patiently.

“Yes, yes, I’m coming,” his voice came through the door. He pulled it open and his face brightened when he saw me. “Andrew, it’s about time. Please, come in.”

I followed him into the house and pushed the door shut behind me. As usual, A pot of stew hung over a fire on his hearth, and a bottle of wine sat on a counter. He was anything but predictable.

“I’ve been making arrangements for our trip,” Ulenor said as he followed me into his living room. “Would you like wine? Tea?”

I thought for a moment. Goblin wine was pretty fantastic, but it was like ten in the morning. “It’s still pretty early. Some tea sounds great.”

Ulenor nodded and went to fetch a tea kettle. He hung it over the coals, then came back to sit next to me.

“So, we are nearly ready for our trip,” he continued. “It will be considerably colder in Holmar when compared to our trips down south, so you must plan for that. Bring warm clothes and blankets.”

“Noted,” I said. “I just checked with the wainwright, and my wagon is ready. The ride will be a lot softer this time.”

Ulenor gave a little smile. “My joints thank you already.”

“Plus, we’re working on a new wagon that I’ll use when we go to take the fight to Vogrim. It’ll be completely different. I’d love to tell you about it, but I think I’d rather surprise you.” I looked over at the tea kettle, slowly heating above the fire. “Why don’t you just use magic to heat the water?”

Ulenor smiled again. “Sometimes there is pleasure in doing things the old way. But, if you’re thirsty, feel free to heat it to your liking and we can share some tea.”

I focused on the tea kettle and drew some magical power into myself. I fed a trickle of energy into the kettle, until steam rose from the spout.

“That should do it,” I said.

While Ulenor went to fetch the kettle, I tried to go over a mental checklist. “So, I have warm clothes and a new cloak, good boots, we have some wine skins from Thilli, my crossbow and weapons for everyone all around. I’m assuming you took care of food, and we can always just draw water from the air with magic. Do we need to bring the shield?”

Ulenor paused while pouring hot tea into two mugs. “I don’t think we should bring the shield. It won’t help us in our fight against the creature guarding the sword, and we can’t risk losing it on our journey.”

I thanked Ulenor as he brought me a steaming cup of tea. “Speaking of which, what can you tell me about the monster guarding the sword?”

Ulenor winced as he sat down. He took a deep breath and flexed his left knee a few times. “Growing old is a dreadful thing, Andrew. I don’t recommend it.” He took another deep breath and continued. “The beast that guards the sword is shrouded in secrecy. Less is written about it than the plague beast, although the few words I was able to find seem almost frantic in their shock and horror.”

“Great,” I said. “Sounds like I’m up for another fight.”

Ulenor nodded slowly. “Yes, but we do not know exactly what type of fight. The beast is called a mindeater. It walks on two legs like a man, but it is not a man. And it is ancient, hundreds if not thousands of years old. That is almost all I was able to learn about it.”

“Well, shit,” I said. “That’s it? Do you know what kind of magic it uses, or if it uses magic at all?”

Ulenor frowned. “That is the other thing I was able to learn. I do not know if it uses magic to attack others, but I read that magic doesn’t work on it. Any magical spells will fail, similar to if the spell had been cast at Eldrick’s shield.”

“I’ll have to make sure Nerras and I practice the sword every night,” I muttered. “Hopefully it isn’t immune to an arrow to the face.”

“I suppose we shall see,” Ulenor said, sipping on his tea. “You still want to speak with the orcs?”

I nodded. “Yeah, they’re a problem for Holmar, and they have steel. That’s two things I’m aiming to fix.” I looked down at my hands and flexed them into fists. “I know they’re vicious bastards, but I can handle them.” As vicious as they were, they hadn’t studied boxing and mixed martial arts. Professional instruction like that would give me an advantage. The toughest guy in the world wasn’t so tough anymore if you got him on the ground and pulled his arm out of socket.

“Sometimes I admire your confidence,” Ulenor said quietly. “I just hope it’s not the fearlessness of youth speaking.”

“So, what else do we need to prepare before we leave?” I asked. “Oh, the talking glasses! Are those done?”

“Yes, yes, thank you for reminding me,” Ulenor said. He set his tea on the table in front of him and pushed himself to his feet with a wince, then limped to his study.

I had to do something about his knee. Magical healing didn’t work too well with arthritis, but it was better than nothing.

Ulenor returned a moment later, carrying what looked like two mirrors. In fact they were two mirrors, but ones that had been thoroughly reworked with magic. They were small, maybe the size of a paperback book.

He gave one to me, then sat down and held the other on his lap. After teaching me the magic word to activate them, he turned his on and demonstrated. A soft chime came from my talking glass. I spoke the magic word and suddenly it gave me a slightly hazy view of Ulenor’s face.

“This is great,” I said. “Will it work with other glasses?”

“No,” Ulenor said as he spoke the command to turn off his talking glass. “These are attuned to each other, so they will only communicate with each other. That is the way of things. Perhaps when all this is over, I can think of a way to make them work with any other glass.”

“I’ll gladly help,” I said. Wagon-cars? Talking glasses? All I needed to invent now was electricity and we’d be on our way to modernity.

We sat there in silence for a moment. “I guess I thought we’d have more to talk about,” I said. “We’re pretty much ready for our trip, right?”

Ulenor nodded. “I sent a messenger to speak with Nerras. We won’t be passing by him on this trip, so he’ll meet us on the northern side of Gillamoor.”

“It’ll be good to see him again,” I said. “I hope all is well with him.”

“I’m sure it will be,” Ulenor said. “Not much can bring that man down. No, I don’t think you’ll ever really have to worry about Nerras.”

“Cirro is traveling with us instead of Thilli,” I said. “I doubt she’ll be interested in learning how to fight with a sword, but I’d love it if you could help teach her more about magic. I believe she’s stronger than my other wives, but never learned much.”

“I would be honored,” Ulenor said. “She is a delightful young woman. I’m sure her presence will make the trip all the more enjoyable. Plus, we’ll have our own guide when we get to Holmar.”

“You haven’t been there?” I asked, surprised.

“Once, many years ago,” Ulenor. “Most of my work has me traveling to York. Rarely is there a need for me to go to Holmar. No, they do not need magic there. Though I am loath to say it, what they need is military might to keep the orcs at bay.”

I grinned. “Sounds like just the kind of problem I’m equipped to deal with,” I said. “Don’t worry, Ulenor. This trip is going to be just fine. We’re going to get to Holmar, get settled, I’ll handle the orcs, then we’ll all travel to the mountains in the north and get that sword. We’ll be back here within a month, and we can start preparing for our final battle.”

Ulenor forced a smile. “I will try to be as optimistic as you.”

“That’s the spirit,” I said, standing. “I suppose I’ll see you in the morning, then.”

Ulenor went to stand and winced, clutching his knee. “Damned thing,” he muttered.

“Hold on,” I said, kneeling in front of him. I placed my hands over his knee and pulled deeply from my magical well, then reached out with my magical tendrils. I closed my eyes and felt around his knee joint, trying to determine exactly what was wrong.

The cartilage in his knee was thin and torn. I poured a flood of magical power into his knee, pushing his body to heal itself. Magic wasn’t always good at healing old, chronic injuries like that; it was better with acute injuries. Still, his body began to regenerate cartilage a hair’s breadth at a time. I pulled deeper on my magical well and heard Ulenor suck in air through his teeth.

After a few minutes, I stopped. Sweat slicked my shirt to my chest and back. I wiped it from my forehead and stood. “That’s the best I can do,” I told him.

Ulenor flexed his leg back and forth, a smile appearing on his face. “That is much better, Andrew. Once again, I am in your debt.”

I waved it away. “Nonsense, you’d do the same for me.” I set my tea mug next to his sink. “Ulenor, it’s been a pleasure, as always. See you tomorrow.”

He waved, and I left his house.
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It wasn’t very late in the day, so I hurried across town to the market district, hoping I could catch Anna in time. As usual, several butchers and bakers called out to me when I entered the area, but I simply waved politely and kept walking. I didn’t have time for them today, although my stomach rumbled at the smell of freshly baked bread.

Anna was just walking up to our meeting tree when I caught sight of her. A heavy cloak covered her from shoulder to boots, but her dark blue braid and thin-rimmed glasses were immediately recognizable.

I hurried up to her and pulled her into a hug. “Hey, Anna,” I said, kissing the top of her head.

“I’m glad you had time to come,” she said, hugging me back. “Shall we?”

I offered her my arm and she slipped her arm through it, then we started walking. We had fallen into a habit of taking a certain circuit around the city that took about ten or fifteen minutes to complete, depending on how quickly we walked.

“Is everything ready?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I replied. “With all that I’m trying to get done on this trip, I guess I thought I needed to do a lot more. But in the end, we just need food, clothes, and transportation. Everything’s taken care of.”

“I’m going to miss you like crazy,” she said, reaching over and squeezing my arm with both of hers.

“You too,” I said, placing my hand atop hers. “Ulenor made these, though,” I said, producing the small talking glasses.

Anna gasped. “He made us talking glasses? So we can talk each day?”

“Yep,” I said with a smile. “I’ll call every night when we stop and make camp.”

“It’s a shame I can’t touch you through those,” she said. “I suppose talking will have to do.” She smiled up at me.

“Oh, that reminds me,” I said, looking around. I turned down a narrow side street.

“What is it?” Anna asked.

“Something I wanted to show you,” I said, still looking around.

“Okay, so what is it?” she asked impatiently.

“Here,” I said, pointing at a shadowed alley.

She looked up at me and raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really? What makes you think I’d go in that dark alley with you?”

“Because you love me,” I said, offering her a cheesy smile.

She laughed and hurried forwards, pulling me behind her. Together, we went far into the alley, then turned behind a stub of a fence next to someone’s house. I didn’t see any windows at a quick glance, so I figured we’d be safe. I hurriedly unlaced the front of my breeches, while Anna hiked her skirt up above her hips. She licked her fingers and wiped them on her pussy, and I reached down and grabbed her.

Standing as we were, our positions were limited. So, I reached down and picked her up, holding her by her ass. Her arms went behind my neck, and I lowered her onto my rock-hard erection.

That position made me glad she was the lightest of my wives. With my hands firmly on her bottom, I slid her up and down my full length. Anna pressed her smiling lips against mine and worked her hips with me. She liked it hard and fast, so that’s how I did it, slamming her hips against mine. She moaned and whimpered against my lips, but kept moving with me.

It didn’t take me long to get close to the threshold like that. As soon as she felt my breathing pick up, she stopped moving her hips and pushed away from me. I set her down and she knelt in front of me.

“Sorry, I don’t want to be leaking down my legs for the rest of the day,” she said with a chuckle, then took me into her mouth. She sucked hard, tipping me over the edge.

Ejaculating inside a woman’s mouth while she’s sucking as hard as she can is one hell of a feeling. Words can hardly describe it, but it’s one of the greatest things out there.

“I’ll never get tired of that,” Anna said as she sucked the final drops of cum from me. “I can see why Thilli likes it so much.”

I stood there for a moment with my hand out, leaning on the fence and catching my breath. I looked down at Anna and she slipped my softening cock back into her mouth and smiled up at me.

“I love you,” I said with a laugh.

She sucked and pulled my cock out of her mouth with a popping sound, then winked at me. “Thanks for the lunchtime treat,” she said.

I helped her to her feet, then we both hurriedly got dressed. After that, we continued walking around the city, arm-in-arm.

“Is there anything else you need to know about the orcs?” she asked.

I thought for a moment. “Let’s see, they’re assholes that only respect strength. And to them, violence and strength are generally the same thing.”

She barked a mirthless laugh. “Yeah, sounds like you’ve got it.”

“Everything will be okay,” I said. “The worst part of this trip is that it’ll require me spending three weeks away from you all.”

“I’m not looking forward to that at all,” she said. “At least we have the talking glass, though. That’ll help. Promise you’ll call every night?”

I looked down at her. “I promise. Unless I’m physically not able to, I’ll call you.”

“I suppose that’ll just have to do. Who knows, maybe I’ll be able to convince Thilli she’s in love with me.”

“How’s that going, by the way?” I asked.

Anna shrugged. “Fine, I suppose. We spoke at length the other day. Thilli loves me, but she’s generally just not into women. Well, other than the occasional kiss while we’re both going down on you.” Her sudden smile was wicked. “So I guess we’ll be going down on you a lot more, now.”

I laughed. “She’s not bisexual, but at least she loves you,” I said. “At least you’ll have Lossia for the fun times.”

Anna looked up at me. “Ugh. Lossia is so gorgeous. It’s hard to believe a woman can have a body like hers.”

I laughed again. “Sounds like you’ll be just fine while we’re away.”

We entered the market district again and I led her beneath the tree we met at.

“Hey,” she said. “Take good care of Cirro for me, okay? I love that woman something fierce.”

It made me happy that my wives loved each other as much as they loved me. I bent down and hugged Anna tightly. “I promise I will.”

We kissed at length, then finally parted ways. I stayed there for a moment, just gathering my thoughts. I really was going to miss Anna.

Instead of moping around though, I turned and left the market district and walked back to the temple. I had work to do. And, for that matter, lunch to eat.

As soon as I entered the sanctuary of the temple, I was met with a familiar sight. A dozen women sat on pews or knelt in front of the statue of Zozella in prayer. Prazzi approached me, face all smiles.

“How can I serve you today, Andrew?” she asked.

Something about the way she said it made me smile. I looked down at her and she smiled up at me expectantly. It suddenly dawned on me that I was going to miss her as well. Prazzi carried my first child, and made sure every day in the temple was easy and wonderful.

“Actually, I need you,” I said, reaching down and taking her hand. “I need some help in the room.”

She squeaked as I pulled her along behind me. I hurried and went to the room and she giggled behind me. Several of the women in the room watched us with interest.

I pushed the door open and dragged Prazzi through, then closed it behind me.

“So, what did you—”

I cut her off with a kiss. I picked her up by wrapping my arms around her waist and holding her tightly to my chest, then slowly walked across the room with her feet dangling nearly a foot off the floor.

Prazzi giggled and wrapped her arms around me as we kissed. As soon as I reached the bed I gently set her down. We began tearing at our clothes, although she wore much less than me—just a dress and some slippers. I had to remove my cloak, jacket, shirt, and the list went on. But with her help, we were both naked in a matter of minutes.

“What’s this all about?” she asked, scooting back on the bed and spreading her legs.

“I’m leaving tomorrow morning, and I’m going to really miss you,” I said, crawling on the bed after her. “I just wanted to show some appreciation before I got to work.”

With that, I buried my face between her thighs. Prazzi was an easy woman to please, so I stayed down there until I had gotten her off four times. She lay there after, a sweaty, huffing mess, and then I finally entered her. We made gentle love, and I came deep inside her. After that, we held each other for a good twenty minutes, just enjoying a moment of sensual peace.

“Thank you, Andrew,” Prazzi whispered against my neck. “I suppose I should get back to work, though. The temple can’t run itself.”

I bent down and kissed her on the forehead. “I guess I should get to work as well. Go ahead and send them in.”

She stretched up and kissed me softly. “Wash up first.” With a wink, she crawled off the bed, purposely giving me a wonderful view of her perky little bottom, then took her time getting dressed. Ah, I loved all these women.

After a moment, I got up and walked across the room to the washbasin. The door opened and a goblin woman walked in. She saw me washing my face and body and smiled.

She was beautiful, with shoulder-length green hair and yellow eyes. There was a certain thickness to her hips that was just delicious. Once I dried myself off, I took her hand and led her to the bed.

A dozen women later, I laid on the bed with my hands behind my head. I felt tired, not exhausted like the last two days, but the tiredness one got after a good day hard at work. Prazzi had several servants fill the bathtub with hot water, and I sat down and relaxed until the water grew tepid.

When my wives came home that evening, I made it clear that I wanted to spend my time with them and nothing else..

With a wink and a mischievous grin, Anna started the whole thing off by sucking on me and pulling Thilli close. The two women took turns sucking on the head and running their tongues up and down my shaft, and when I came Anna brought Thilli’s face close and held it against hers. They kissed, their tongues pushing into each other’s mouths while my cock was right there, pumping loads of cum in for them to swallow.

Anna kept one hand on the base of my cock, stroking it and milking every drop from me, and her other hand on the back of Thilli’s head. Once I had finally finished cumming, Anna continued kissing Thilli, who, surprisingly, didn’t seem to mind. They rolled around on the bed next to me, lips locked together, Anna’s fingers pushing inside Thilli’s pussy. On her back, Thilli spread her slender thighs for the other woman.

Lossia and Cirro were, as expected, in the throes of passion themselves. The two were often inseparable, and at the moment Cirro had her face buried between Lossia’s thighs. The whole thing gave me an idea. Cirro saw me watching and smiled. Her eyes went over to Thilli and Anna, still kissing, and her smile deepened.

Thilli was in a daze from all the sex, so she didn’t mind when Anna moved her around and repositioned her. They moved into a sixty-nine position, with Anna on the bottom and Thilli lying on top. While Thilli didn’t attempt to lick Anna, Anna had her mouth latched onto Thilli’s clitoris like a lamprey, sucking and licking and driving Thilli wild.

“I’ve been waiting to taste this thing since we met,” Anna said with a grin, then went back to pleasing the taller woman.

I moved around and positioned myself between Anna’s thighs, right in front of Thilli’s face. She opened her mouth and I pushed it inside and let her start working her magic. With Anna’s pussy right there, I couldn’t resist the urge. I pulled myself from Thilli’s mouth and pushed my cock inside Anna’s soaking wet pussy, then began thrusting good and hard, right in front of Thilli’s face.

Seeing her opportunity, Cirro crawled over to our tangled mass of bodies. With a grin, she moved between Thilli’s legs. Anna stretched her neck back and the two women kissed, then Cirro ran her tongue from Thilli’s clit all the way to her ass. Thilli’s eyes widened at that.

I pulled my cock out of Anna’s pussy and pushed it back into Thilli’s mouth. She immediately went back to sucking on me. Behind her, Cirro ran her tongue along Thilli again with a grin.

“Hey, I liked it when you did it to me,” she said to Anna. “Let’s see if Thilli likes it!”

With that, Anna went back to licking on Thilli’s clitoris while Cirro ran her tongue between Thilli’s perky cheeks, toying with her tight little asshole. Thilli’s eyes widened, but she let out a muffled moan around my cock.

“I feel left out,” Lossia said with a laugh as she crawled closer to us.

I reached an arm out for her and Lossia shuffled close to me, so we could hold each other. I pulled her tightly against me and let one hand trail down and squeeze her voluptuous backside while we kissed.

Thilli kept sucking hard on my cock, but to my surprise she suddenly pulled it out of her mouth and lined it back up with Anna’s pussy. I wasn’t a dumb man, so I didn’t question things. I immediately began thrusting furiously inside Anna’s tight hole.

It only took a few minutes of that for Thilli to orgasm. Her entire body quaked, and Cirro slapped both hands down on the woman’s ass. I brought my cock up and pushed it back into her mouth as she orgasmed. Anna was relentless and didn’t slow one bit. Soon, Thilli was riding the wave of a second orgasm, then a third.

I finally felt myself getting close. Thilli brought a hand up and pumped it along the base of my shaft while sucking on the end, and I squeezed Lossia’s breast hard while kissing her. My muscles clenched and I fired an enormous load into Thilli’s mouth, which she eagerly devoured.

Once I had finished, I fell back on the bed. Lossia immediately laid next to me, still kissing me with her arms wrapped around me. Anna and Cirro finally stopped licking Thilli and let her catch her breath.

“So, what’d you think of that?” Anna asked, pushing herself to her knees.

Thilli took a few deep breaths, then turned to the smaller woman and embraced her. She didn’t say anything, she just held her. That night, they fell asleep in each other’s arms.
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The next morning, Anna and Thilli woke me in the same way they had the previous few days. That turned into another intense makeout session for them.

Once I had recovered for a few minutes, each of my wives spent some time making love to me. Anna rode me hard and fast. Thilli laid on her back and I went slower with her, and when I came she moved so that she could swallow it. Cirro and I rolled all around the bed, with her tongue never leaving my mouth and my hands never leaving her ass. Then Lossia rode me to completion.

It was the best morning I had ever experienced, and I was grateful for Zozella’s blessing that made it possible.

“So, the day has finally come,” Thilli said some time later as we all cleaned up. “It’s time for you to go.” She looked down as Anna slipped her hand in hers and they interlocked fingers. She smiled at their hands, then leaned over, paused hesitantly, then kissed Anna.

“Yeah, I guess this is the first time you and I will really be spending any time away from each other,” I said. “But, you’ll be busy with the military, and I think I see someone eager to keep your company.”

Anna beamed a smile up at Thilli. “I love you, Thilli,” she said.

Thilli smiled at Anna, then back at me. Her eyes gleamed with unshed tears.

“Oh, honey,” Cirro said, rushing forwards and embracing Thilli. “It’s okay, we’ll all be here for you.”

Lossia stepped close and hugged her as well. We all practically piled on Thilli, squeezing her and showering her with love.

“I guess I’m going to miss you more than I realized, you pink-skinned giant,” Thilli said, looking up at me. A single tear ran down her cheek.

“Hey, none of that,” I said, wiping the tear away with my thumb. “Everything’s going to be fine, and I’ll be back before you know it. I’m hoping for less than a month.”

“A month!” Thilli exclaimed. “What am I supposed to do for a month?”

“Do what you’re good at,” Anna said, pulling her face to hers, their noses almost touching. “Continue helping the soldiers. You’ve been an incredible asset in helping them prepare for our future. Help Lossia with our house.” She leaned forward and kissed Thilli softly. “And maybe get used to the thought of a woman being in love with you.”

Thilli looked at Anna for a moment, then embraced her. “Thank you,” she said in a quiet voice.

“Let’s put some clothes on or I’ll never wind up leaving,” I said, reaching down and grabbing onto Lossia’s plump bottom, right in front of me. She giggled and shook it at me.

“Oh, I suppose,” Thilli said.

Everyone broke to start getting ready, but Thilli stepped up to me and threw her arms around my waist. I held her tightly and kissed the top of her head. I had never seen her like this before. Vulnerable. It wasn’t like the Thilli I knew.

“Just be careful out there, okay?” she said. “You won’t have me to keep you safe.”

“Even better,” Cirro called out as she ran a wet washcloth over her skin. “He’ll have me! Nothing can go wrong!”

Thilli laughed at that. She looked up at me, her eyes still slightly fearful. “Come back to me safe and sound, okay?” Her voice was small. “Promise?”

“I promise,” I said, bending down to kiss her. “Let’s start getting ready, now.”

“Oh, alright,” she said, pouting. As she walked away, I reached out and smacked her on her bottom. She yelped and clutched it with both hands.

“I’m gonna miss that ass,” I said with a wink.

She rolled her eyes at me and went to her wardrobe.

I went to the washbasin and scrubbed my teeth and face, then wiped myself down. A long, hot bath would be nice, but I didn’t really have time. The sooner I got on the road, the sooner I could get to Holmar and take the next step in this journey.

“Make sure you pack warm clothes,” Cirro said.

I laughed. “I was actually just about to tell you the same thing.”

I grabbed my leather bags and unfastened the buckles, then began stuffing one of them full of clothes. Plenty of shirts, breeches, socks, some of my thicker jackets, and a regular one in case we had any warm days. Two cloaks went in there as well.

“Think I need to borrow your armor?” Cirro asked Lossia, who laughed.

She poked Cirro in the breast. “These are too big for you to fit in my armor.”

“You’re not a fighter, Cirro,” I said. “And trust me, you aren’t going to want to learn on this trip. We’ll be heading north, into the mountains, to fight something terrible.”

She pursed her lips. “You’re right, I’d rather not do that. I’ll stay in a house, all nice and warm.”

“That’s the spirit,” I said, tossing her the other leather bag.

After that, I began hauling stuff outside. Once I was dressed, I took my leather bag and threw the strap over my shoulder, then grabbed my huge crossbow and left the room.

No women filled the sanctuary. Well, no young ones at least. This early, only a few older people sat on pews, heads bowed in prayer. Even Prazzi was absent. I walked through a mostly empty building on my way outside.

Ulenor was great at preparing for these things, so I wasn’t surprised when I saw my wagon parked out front with two horses already hitched. A third horse stood behind, lazily pawing at the road, its reins tied to the back of the wagon.

I heaved my bag into the back of the wagon, then set my crossbow on top. We could arrange things better on the road; for now I just wanted to get everything inside so we could leave.

“Good morning,” A creaky old voice said.

“Hey, good morning, Ulenor,” I said as the old wizard stepped into view. I was glad to see his limp was much reduced, although he still moved as though his body pained him. That old guy worried me sometimes. “Are those robes of yours enough for the cold weather?”

Ulenor looked down at his robes and smiled. “Yes, yes, I’ll be fine. Don’t you worry.”

“I have an extra cloak in case you need it,” I told him. “Don’t hesitate to ask when things get cold.”

He smiled at me. “I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you, Andrew.”

I went back inside to fetch more of my things. Well, more of our things. My second trip involved taking my other leather bag, which was filled with dresses and cloaks for Cirro. More clothes went after that—Cirro explained that she had to have cloaks that matched her dresses, after all, and of course shoes as well. I made sure to grab the elven crossbow, as well as bolts for it and my huge one. We would need those.

After half a dozen trips of hauling things to the wagon, there was suddenly nothing left to grab. I stood in our room for a minute, my wives hugging me tightly, feeling like the center of the universe.

“We’ll be back before you know it,” I said to them.

“I’ll miss you, my love,” Lossia said, kissing Cirro.

“I’ll bring her back safely,” I told Lossia with a grin.

Another round of hugs and kisses, and then I was holding Cirro’s hand and leading her towards the wagon.

“I must say, I’m not looking forward to spending another week in a wagon,” Ulenor said.

“Just you wait,” I replied. “Things are going to be better, now. I had Fennel make some changes.”

I helped Cirro climb up the front of the wagon and made sure to smack her on her round bottom. She smiled at me as she plopped down on the front seat.

I climbed into the back of the wagon and arranged a few things while they were on my mind. The crossbows and accompanying quivers of bolts went right behind the front seat, as did my sword. My armor sat in the back, next to a large leather parcel filled with travel food.

My heart beat rapidly as I climbed into the driver’s seat. Excitement filled my veins. I looked over at Cirro and saw her face was flushed as well.

“Ready, honey?” I asked.

She leaned over and pecked me on the lips. “Let’s go.”

The rest of my wives stood in the doorway of the temple. We waved at them, then I slapped the reins and we were off.

From the first few feet, I noticed a difference with the wagon. Don’t get me wrong, the ride quality still sucked, but it was leaps and bounds better than it used to be. As the horses pulled the wagon through the city, I looked down at the front wheel nearest to me and watched it move up and down. Only an inch or so, but it was enough to take a lot of the bumpiness out of the ride.

“I think this is the most comfortable wagon I’ve ever ridden in,” Cirro said. “You had the wainwright do something to it, right?”

“Yeah. We added some suspension to absorb the bumps.” I reached over and took her hand in mine. “He’s working on something else for me as well, an entirely new design. Once he finishes, it’s going to blow your mind. I’d tell you about it, but I don’t want to spoil the surprise.”

People waved and cheered as we rode down the streets. They recognized Cirro as much as me, and shouts of “All hail the Mother!” and “Blessings to the Mothers!” followed us.

“Heading out?” one of the archers asked as we rode through the front gate. I swore it was the same guy every time.

“I was thinking about it,” I replied as I returned his salute.

We exited the front gate and I immediately looked around us, checking on the moat. I hadn’t been able to check on it in quite some time, but they had done just fine without me. It was twenty feet wide, just as I had wanted, and full to the brim of water. Several patches of ice glinted on the surface. That reminded me that we might need to deepen it so the thing wouldn’t freeze solid every winter and kill the fish.

I turned the wagon to the left, heading east in a loop around the city. Being off the main road, Fennel’s new suspension came in handy.

“Yeah, that’s much better,” Cirro said, bouncing in her seat slightly. “When they brought me to Gillamoor, I rode in the back of a wagon. It was one of the worst experiences of my life. My back hurt for two days. This is still bouncy, but it’s a lot better.”

“I’m glad you approve,” I said.

A smile formed on my face as I watched the moat. It slowly expanded in width as we continued east. By the time we reached the easternmost portion of the oval-shaped city, it was probably thirty feet wide. We turned north, and the moat grew even larger, so that it looked like the city was on an island.

“Will you look at that,” Cirro said, pointing at the moat. “They’ve surrounded the entire city with it. It looks like a lake here to the north!”

“That’s the plan,” I said. “It’s too wide to cross up here, so if anyone wants to attack the city they’ll have to go to the southern gate. And that’s where all the archers are.”

“Devious,” she replied with a lopsided grin. “I like it.”

A road formed again when we reached the northern side of the city. We rode at an easy pace, enjoying each other’s company in the cold, crisp air. After a few minutes, a shape was visible in the distance.

“Is that your friend?” Cirro asked.

“Nerras, yeah,” I said. “It’ll be good to see him.”

“And it’ll be good for me to get off this horse,” Ulenor said.

Five minutes later, we pulled up near a tree a few feet off the road. Nerras stood there, saddlebags across his shoulder and a bundle at his feet. A smile practically split his face in two. While we had shared plenty of jokes, I wasn’t used to seeing him so overtly happy.

“Hey, Nerras. Let me help you load up,” I said as I stepped down from the wagon.

I took his bundle of things and set it in the back of the wagon while he took his saddlebags to the horse. He fastened them, then walked over to me, still smiling.

“What’s got you so happy?” I asked.

“You’re not going to believe this,” he said.

His eyes shone with unshed tears. Nerras? Tears? What the hell was going on?

“What is it?” Ulenor asked. Cirro leaned over in the seat to look.

“It’s Ozee,” Nerras said. A tear slid down his cheek.

“Is she okay?” I asked. “Well, of course she’s okay, or you wouldn’t be smiling like that. Come on, out with it.”

He looked at each of us, his face flush. A sound broke from his mouth, like a sob but of pure joy. He took a deep breath, leaned back his head, and shouted.

“She’s pregnant!”
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“What?” I asked. “That’s amazing!”

Cirro clapped and bounced in her seat. “I’m so happy for you!”

Ulenor, ever the serious one, asked a wise question. “Do you know if it was Andrew’s or yours?”

“It’s mine!” Nerras said, throwing both fists in the air. He danced around like a boy for a moment before continuing. “She had her moon blood after Andrew, so I know it’s not his. It’s mine! I’m going to be a father!”

Ulenor took a deep breath. “The first goblin child in more than five years,” he said quietly. “This is incredible. How did it happen?”

Nerras laughed. “Well, she laid down and spread her legs, and I—”

“Ahh, I misspoke,” Ulenor said, hastily cutting him off. “We are all truly happy for you, Nerras. Now we know with certainty that the goblin men can heal from this. You will give everyone hope.”

“Just don’t tell anyone yet,” I said. “It might cause a panic. Granted, you live in the woods so that probably isn’t a problem. Make sure Kless and Ozee don’t tell anyone, in that case.”

He nodded. “Don’t worry. I already told them to stay quiet. If anyone asks, Ozee will simply say it is your child.”

“Good thinking,” I said, walking back to the wagon. “Hop on your horse and tell us the rest. I’m sure you’re as eager as we are to get this done so we can hurry back home.”

Nerras grabbed onto the pommel of his saddle and pulled himself up. “I’ll ride my horse to death to get back to my women more quickly.” His horse tossed its head, and Nerras reached down and patted her neck. “Sorry, girl. I was just kidding.”

I clicked my tongue and gave the reins a little flick, and the horses pulled. The roller bearings really did make it easier on them; plus we didn’t have to put up with the faint yet constant squeaking of the wooden axles. Small improvements sometimes made big differences.

We passed by the section of road where it split to the north. Up there was where we had cut stone for our house. I pointed it out to Cirro and she smiled.

“I can’t wait until it’s done,” she said. “I grew up in such a small house. I don’t know what I’m going to do with all that room.”

I frowned. “How are you parents doing now that you’re a Mother of the New Age?”

“Much better,” she replied. “I’ve sent them enough money that they were able to build a better place. I grew up very poor in terms of money, but rich with friends. According to the letter my father sent me, he had two dozen of his friends helping him build additions to their tiny house.”

“Well, good,” I said. I wanted to offer to help, but I would be too busy dealing with more important things. Still, it occurred to me that I should take a moment to meet Cirro’s parents. It just seemed like the decent thing to do.

“Do you have any brothers or sisters?” I asked.

Cirro nodded. “One of each, actually. I’m the oldest. How about you?”

I grunted. “Eh, I had a younger sister, but she died.”

Cirro gave me a look of sympathy. “I’m so sorry, Andrew. I think I remember you mentioning it once. May I ask what happened?”

Oh, boy. Another example of how different our worlds were. “She was killed,” I said quietly. “A school shooting. Some nutjob with a rifle—think of it like a crossbow but more powerful and fast loading—went into a school and shot two dozen kids. Ten of them died, including my sister.”

Cirro’s eyes went wide. “Andrew, that is horrible! How could someone do such a thing to children?”

“Beats the hell out of me,” I said. “Things like that happened far too often, though. Sometimes I felt like every week there was a new school shooting. You know I always wanted to be a dad, but sometimes I would think about that and it terrified me.” I slipped my arm around her shoulder. “I’m just glad our child won’t have to worry about that.”

“Nope,” she said, smiling at me. “Just a thousand-year-old minotaur sorcerer that wants to conquer the entire world.” She patted me on the chest. “But, good thing for our child, her daddy is going to take care of that monster!”

I laughed. “Yes I will, just as soon as we’re done over in Holmar.” I leaned back and spoke over my shoulder. “Hey Ulenor, how do you like the ride?”

“I must say, the lady Cirro was right. This is the most comfortable wagon I’ve ever been in,” he said. “I’ll take it over a horse any day.”

I couldn’t wait to show them my wagon-car, once Fennel and I completed it. My mind went wild, designing it according to the technology of the day. An angled front end, reminiscent of an old Lamborghini. Maybe even with a glass window. I still wanted bucket seats, once I realized they weren’t that hard to make. The steel of the frame would have to be enameled so it wouldn’t rust over time, but otherwise it was simple. Maybe I could get some of those elven rotisserie spinner things that spun faster, so I’d have a higher top speed.

Of course, the wagon wheels were still the weak point. The steel wrapped wooden wheels transferred every single bump straight to the frame, and they were heavy as all hell. The only benefit was that I didn’t have to worry about flat tires, and the large diameter raised the wagon well above any bumps or ruts.

One day, I’d have a solution to that. Rubber in its most basic form had already been created, and I could probably use magic to reshape it into a basic tire and even inflate it with air. This basic rubber wasn’t the most durable thing, though. Those tires would probably pop the first time I ran over a reasonably sharp rock.

All these thoughts of transportation made me remember something Cirro had mentioned earlier.

“Hey Cirro,” I began. “You said your father sent you a letter. How does that work?”

She gave me an odd look. “Well, he took a quill and wrote on a piece of paper, and—”

“No, no,” I said, laughing. “I mean how did you get it? Who brought it to Gillamoor?”

“Oh, that makes more sense,” she said. “Well, sometimes men will ride between the cities for a price. They’ll deliver things, usually to the mayor so he can have them sent to their rightful owners. Sometimes they’re given directions to a particular house, so they can deliver letters directly to the person it's meant for.”

“Well, I see how we can improve on that system,” I said. “We should have some people riding between the cities every day, or at least every other day, hauling letters and packages. We can construct a building specifically for this, instead of bothering the mayor with it.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” she said. “I’m assuming that’s another idea from your world?”

I nodded.

After that, I focused on driving the wagon and let my thoughts wander. There were so many little things I could do to improve life here. A thousand, a million, I just had to think of them.

All I could think about was the rotisserie turning boxes—although I decided to call them magical engines instead. If those worked as I hoped, we would create an entirely new transportation industry. Instead of horse-drawn wagons, people could have wagon-cars powered by magic. No more piles of horse shit on the street to clean up. And they didn’t pollute, which was another strong benefit.

Nerras rode next to the wagon for a while, talking with Cirro. Together, they brainstormed baby names. Cirro already had hers—Magnus and Cecilia—but she helped Nerras think of some. Being a human from Earth, many of the names sounded downright silly to me, but I kept my mouth shut. After all, Cirro had once told me that my name, Andrew, sounded like the name of a gardening tool. “Hey, can you pass me the Andrew?” she had said with a laugh.

Nerras spent most of the first day riding next to us. As we were riding away from the border with Isenasera, we didn’t really have any risk of running into anything nefarious. According to Nerras, the worst thing we would have to worry about was the possibility of a bear, which certainly didn’t sound fun.

He rode off at one point, still grinning ear to ear, and spent a solid hour scouting in front of us. When he returned, he had one of those pheasant-chickens hanging from the back of his saddle, but otherwise brought no news.

By midday, I began to notice a change in the weather. As the trees grew more dense, the wind thankfully died down. There was a notable chill in the air that promised cold nights, which meant Cirro keeping me warm. No complaints there.

I reached over and grabbed her hand and held it tightly. Cirro looked over at me and gave me a warm smile. She was so beautiful, with her sassy nature and often lopsided smile.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked.

“How much my balls ache,” I replied.

She laughed. “Okay, I was expecting something a bit more romantic from you than that.”

I shrugged. “I mean, I love you to death, but Zozella’s blessing hasn’t worn off yet.”

She winked at me. “Don’t worry, love. I’ll take care of it for you.”

I slipped my arm around her shoulders and pulled her close to me. We stayed that way, holding each other, until the sun began to set.

Nerras scouted ahead, and ten minutes later came back to the wagon, informing us he had found an appropriate place to make our camp. I steered the wagon off the road where he directed, into a small clearing a bit off the road.

Ulenor worked with Cirro and directed her to use magic to clear the undergrowth and shrubs from the area. Once that was done, Nerras and I worked on setting up the tents. They were the same tents we had used last time, I noted. Once that was done, I helped them gather a few stones for a ring, then we created a fire in the middle.

“So, what’s for dinner?” Cirro asked.

“Stew, with some kind of bird in it,” I replied while Nerras butchered the animal. Cirro wrinkled her nose.

He seperated all the parts and placed them in a small cast iron pot along with a double handful of those small white beans and some chopped root vegetables. After that, he hung it over the fire.

“Hey,” I asked Cirro, sitting next to her on a folding stool. “Do you not like stew? I saw your reaction earlier.”

She shrugged. “I guess it’s okay. I just don’t eat much meat. Probably because my father was a butcher, so I grew up seeing all those poor animals chopped up. It never sat well with me.”

“Hey, there’s nothing wrong with that,” I said. “I like animals, too.”

“Yeah, but you eat them,” Cirro said, raising an eyebrow. “So you must not like them that much.”

I laughed. “Well, I’ve got to eat something. And if I didn’t eat meat, I’d have to eat beans or something for protein. Do you really want me eating tons of beans every day?”

She grinned. “Okay, fair point.”

Once the food was done, Nerras filled four bowls and passed them out to us along with wooden spoons. Cirro scooped the meat from hers into my bowl when Nerras wasn’t looking, but otherwise enjoyed her stew. I found myself hoping we would run across some wild oregano again, or something similar.

Other than her general dislike of meat, Cirro and Nerras got along very well, which made me glad. He was going to be our neighbor, after all. The two traded stories that had the rest of us in stitches. Even the normally quiet and reserved Ulenor laughed out loud at some of Cirro’s jokes.

“Do you think we need to stand watch again?” I asked.

Nerras frowned for a moment, then shook his head. “There’s nothing up here except for some wild animals. Ulenor probably has a spell that can protect us against them.”

The old wizard nodded. “Yes, I can ward our campsite as I did before. Anything coming near will set off an alarm.”

I thought back to the last time I had heard that alarm, when the swamp witch approached and nearly killed me. Only thoughts of my wives had broken me out of her enchantment.

Cirro laughed when Nerras explained the watch shifts to her. “Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” she said. “I think I’d rather just let bandits or whatever swarm over our campsite than lose that much sleep. If need be, Andrew can take my shift.”

“Hey,” I began, and she laughed again.

I produced a wine skin that Thilli had supplied, and we all sipped from it. It was a great way to end the night. The air grew colder, so I grabbed more firewood and set it within the stones, hopefully in a manner that would help the fire burn for longer.

“Holmar doesn’t have a ton of wood,” Cirro explained. “You should pack some extra firewood for when we get closer.”

She had a good point. Using magic, I felled a smallish tree, then stripped it of branches, leaves, and bark. I took the remaining wood and pulled the water from it, then cut it into foot-long sections. That went into a neat pile in the back of the wagon.

“I suppose we should get our sleep, so we can get an early start,” Ulenor said. He pushed himself to his feet with a wince. “Ah, this old body. Cold weather never feels good.” He limped to his tent, muttering under his breath about back pain.

“He worries me sometimes,” I said after Ulenor had entered his tent. “He’s getting worse. His body seems to hurt, no matter what he does.”

“That’s because he sits around reading all day,” Cirro said. “Reading is good for the mind, but the body needs exercise.” She suddenly poked me in the side. “So you had better ensure you take good care of yourself and stay active when you get older. I want you to be able to run around and play with both your grandchildren and great-grandchildren.”

“Already planning the extended family, I see,” I said.

“Well, any way you slice it, you’re going to have a big family,” Cirro said with a shrug. “So it would be in your best interest to stay healthy and live at least a hundred years.”

“I’ll get right on it,” I said. “Although all jokes aside, Ulenor told me that the potion I drank when I got here—the one that gave me the ability to use magic—has changed me internally a bit and will probably lengthen my life some.”

Cirro smiled. “Good, so I get you for a few extra years. Speaking of which, what say we take this back to the tent?”

“I should get some sleep as well,” Nerras said, standing.

I tossed another log onto the fire and followed Cirro into the tent. The inside of the tent was cold, but a bright idea popped into my head. Using magic, I channeled heat energy into the ground beneath us until it was toasty warm.

“Not bad,” Cirro said with a smile. “We should call the others before it gets too late.”

“Good idea,” I said, and fetched the talking glass. After saying the magic word, the faces of Lossia, Thilli, and Anna all appeared. They were eager to hear about our travels, but we didn’t have much to tell them. Nothing had really happened. Thilli said that was a good thing; all of the excitement down south was usually when something bad happened, like running into elves.

“We love you!” Cirro said, touching the talking glass with her fingertips.

We both blew kisses into the mirror and said our goodbyes.

“It was good to see them,” Cirro said. She reached down and grabbed her dress, then pulled it over her head while I tore at my own clothes. “I wish we could see them in person, but this will do for now,” she said, looking over at the talking glass. “I’m really glad you had Ulenor make those.”

All of my wives were beautiful, and Cirro was an excellent example of that. Her pale green skin, emerald green hair, and dark eyes were simply flawless, as was her incredible figure. Large breasts, a small waist, and hips made for my hands to grab onto. Her bottom was firm and round, and slightly larger with her pregnancy weight. The slightest bump was visible on her stomach from her early pregnancy.

Once I was unclothed, she came to me. We held each other tightly for a while, just enjoying the feeling of skin on skin, the warmth of each other’s bodies. After a few minutes of that, however, Cirro began.

“Now, let’s get you taken care of,” she said with a grin as she knelt in front of me. “Just like I promised.”

She winked at me, then took me into her mouth. While I was used to oral sex as foreplay, Cirro stayed down there until she brought me to orgasm, and swallowed every drop. After that we laid on the bedroll and made love. She didn’t let me sleep until I had squirted two loads into her pussy and one into her tight ass.

I laughed when Cirro produced a handful of clean washrags from her bag. She shrugged and said she always came prepared. Using a bit of magic to pull water from the air, we washed up, then cuddled snugly on the bedroll with each other.

Needless to say, I slept well that night.
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The next day began the routine of travel. I woke to Cirro’s hand stroking me, which I was grateful for. Not only because she was a beautiful woman, but because I still was affected by Zozella’s blessing, so my balls needed regular draining. Cirro took care of that, riding me enthusiastically. Her large breasts bouncing in my face was the best part of waking up. Sorry, Folgers.

Sleeping outdoors had a way of making me feel refreshed. After pulling on my clothes, I pushed the tent flaps open and smiled. A light dusting of snow had fallen that night.

“Come on, honey,” I said to Cirro.

“No,” she grumbled, still lying on the bedroll. She rolled over, sticking her bottom in the air, and wiggled it at me.

I took a step back towards her, reached down, and slapped my palm on that perfectly round cheek. She yelped, then giggled.

“Oh, alright,” she said with exaggerated frustration. She rolled over and pushed herself to her feet, then began getting dressed. I laughed and hugged her again, then went outside.

Nerras was helping Ulenor stretch. The old man winced as his back popped audibly. He had him reach down and touch his toes, then twist side to side a few times.

“You have to be more active, Ulenor,” Nerras said. “And eat more. You’re wasting away.”

“I know, I know,” he said. “There’s just always so much to do.”

“And the better shape you’re in, the better you can handle all those things,” I said. “We’re going to get you in shape, Ulenor, no matter what it takes. I need you too much for you to grow old.”

Ulenor barked a laugh. “I believe I was a grown man when your grandparents were born, Andrew. I’m the very definition of the word old.”

“Yes, and you once told me goblins often live to be a hundred and fifty years old,” I told him. “I expect you to live at least that long. So each morning, we’re all going to exercise together.”

“Just easy things to get your body used to moving,” Nerras said. “Here, let’s start.” He held his arms out in front of him and squatted down. “Try that.”

Ulenor grumbled under his breath, but complied. He went halfway down, legs shaking, then straightened up.

“Ten more,” Nerras said.

“Ten?” Ulenor’s grumbling grew louder, but he completed the repetitions. He took a deep breath after finishing and gave Nerras a sharp look. “I suppose I should thank you instead of complaining about this.”

“Probably,” Nerras said with a grin.

Cirro emerged from the tent, green hair slightly messy. “What’s all this racket I hear out here?”

“We’re starting every morning off with exercise. Haven’t you heard?” Ulenor said, glad to drag others into it.

“Uh oh,” Cirro said. She turned around and went right back into the tent.

With a laugh, I reached in and grabbed her by the wrist. Soon, all four of us were doing squats around the campfire. We probably looked like idiots.

After a few sets of that, I started tearing down the tents while Nerras started on breakfast. Hot porridge with sliced apples went down nicely, especially when washed down with some of Ulenor’s tea.

Once we packed everything up, I kicked dirt over the fire and we readied the animals. Nerras pulled himself up into the saddle, and I helped Cirro and Ulenor into the wagon.

Ulenor made a point of grumbling about his legs the entire time, but I detected a faint smile beneath his thick beard.

“I like it out here,” Cirro said a few hours later. She pulled her cloak around herself and shivered for a moment. “It’s cold, but it feels…. I don’t know. Clean. Crisp. I can’t think of the right words.”

“I know what you mean,” I said. Even though a road ran through this forest, it had the feeling of untouched wilderness. The snow-dusted trees made me think of the forests of Norway or Sweden that I had seen pictures of.

“How far north are the mountains?” I asked.

“Oh, probably about three days’ ride or so,” Ulenor said from behind me.

I grunted. At least the trip from Holmar to the mountains wouldn’t take long.

“And then how long to the mindeater’s lair?” I asked.

“I’m not entirely sure, but from what I was able to learn it should only be a day into the mountains, possibly less,” Ulenor replied.

“That seems kind of odd,” I said. “Only a day into the mountains? I feel like something of that importance would be hidden deeper.”

“Well, the important thing is that it’s guarded by the mindeater,” Ulenor said. “It could be in the middle of the plains or next to a city and still be safe, guarded by that creature.”

“Wait a minute,” Cirro said, looking at me. “Mindeater? Are you really going to fight something called the mindeater?”

I shrugged. “Yeah.”

She shook her head. “First off, that’s a horrible name unless it’s meant literally. And in that case, you had better be careful, Andrew Jones.”

Uh oh, I got the full name treatment.

“Don’t worry, honey.” I slipped my arm around her shoulders and held her against me. “I’ll be careful, I promise.”

“You should show her the crossbow,” Nerras said without taking his eyes off the treeline.

“Have you ever shot a crossbow?” I asked her.

“Is that a serious question?” she replied.

I laughed, and reached behind the seat. The elven crossbow was there, along with a quiver full of bolts.

The elven crossbow was a comfortable size, easy to fire with two or even one hand. Cirro’s lip curled slightly when she saw the crossbow—it’s elven origins were clear in the decorative scrollwork that covered both the wood and metal components.

“If it makes you feel any better,” I said. “The elves we took this from are dead and buried six feet underground.”

Her eyes widened slightly. “Well, that does change things a little, I suppose,” she said, taking the crossbow from me.

“You need to pull the string back first,” I instructed. “Place your foot through that stirrup at the end, then pull on the string with both hands. It’ll click when it’s back far enough.”

Cirro pulled the string back with a grunt, then accepted a bolt from me. At my direction, she gently set it in the flight groove, then held the weapon up.

“Now, this crossbow doesn’t really have any sights, so you’ll just look down the bolt,” I said, pointing at it. “Try aiming at a tree when we pass by.”

“But we’ll lose the arrow,” she said.

“Bolt,” I corrected. “It’s a bolt when it comes from a crossbow. And it’s okay. We have enough to spare a few for you to learn.”

“Okay,” she said, looking down at the weapon. She raised it and looked down the bolt, moving it around some. As we passed a particularly large tree, she squeezed the trigger mechanism and the bolt flew through the air, missing the tree completely.

“Oh damn it,” she said. “Give me another bolt.”

She placed her slippered foot through the stirrup and pulled the string back, then held out a hand. I placed the bolt in her palm, and she slid it into the flight groove. Once again, she took careful aim, this time striking a tree.

“That’s better,” she said, looking down at the crossbow. “There has to be a better wait to aim this thing.”

“We can make some improvements,” I said. “Sights can break easily, so we have to be careful with the design.” I reached behind the seat and pulled out my crossbow. It had two metal rings through which the bolt slid, and atop those were metal beads that functioned as sights.

“Oh, can I shoot yours?” Cirro asked.

“Of course,” I said, slipping my boot through the stirrup. I gripped the string with both hands and pulled hard until the string was back all the way, then handed it to her.

“Wow, this thing is huge,” she said, holding it awkwardly. She placed it against her shoulder. It made her look like a child.

I reached out and slid a bolt into the flight groove. “Now, look through those beads on top of the metal rings. Don’t focus on your target, focus on the front sight.”

“What?” Cirro asked, looking at me. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Just trust me on this one,” I said. “Focus on the front sight post. Center it between the two rear beads. Your target will be blurry since you’re focused on the sight, but that’s okay. It’s big enough that you can simply aim center mass and be okay.”

“Well, alright,” she said, pulling the crossbow back to her shoulder. She looked down the sights for a moment, then pulled the trigger. The bolt slammed into a nearby tree, splitting from the impact but lodging a solid two inches into the wood.

“Wow,” she said, handing the crossbow back to me. “That thing is big and heavy and awful. I’ll take the other one.”

I laughed as I set the crossbow behind the seat. There were so many things I could teach Cirro, so many new experiences. It helped me to look forward to the days on our journey, even though they grew rather boring.

That night was the same as the last. We talked and ate around the fire, then Ulenor spent a few minutes helping Cirro with magic while Nerras and I sparred with practice swords. After that, we retired to our respective beds. We called the other women and had a pleasant conversation with them. Nothing worthy of mention had happened to any of us, which I supposed was a good thing. No news is good news, sometimes.

After that, Cirro did her best to drain me again—three loads, although this time all of them were in her pussy.

I fell asleep lying on my back with Cirro curled up on my left side. She laid her head on my shoulder and had her arm and leg draped across my body. It was a wonderful way to end the day.
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Our trip to Holmar was much less eventful than our trips to the south had been. No worries of elves this far north, so we didn’t have to take turns pulling guard duty. Nerras’s skill with a bow kept our stews from being too bland, although Cirro almost always picked out the meat and gave it to me.

In fact, it could have been described as boring, other than my time with Cirro. She was a funny woman, always with a quick-witted comment or a joke ready. She rode me every morning and night, and I lost count of how many times we made love. She was very free when it came to the bed. Anywhere I wanted to put it was fine with her, as long as I came inside her.

Nerras and I ran everyone through some basic exercise routines each morning. Just squats and pushups, enough to keep everyone’s muscles healthy and get their blood flowing. Ulenor was sore for three days, although after that he admitted that his knees hurt less than usual.

We made sure he didn’t skimp on eating, either. No way was I going to let Zozella’s favorite goblin just waste away. Cirro got in on it as well, and told him in no uncertain terms that she didn’t care if he was tired, he was going to finish every bite of his stew. It was funny, watching the beautiful goblin woman act like a mother to a man nearly five times her age.

Our path took us west and slightly north. Cold air from the mountains blanketed the forest, and on the fifth day we woke to half a foot of snow on the ground. It was freezing cold, too. I wasn’t a human thermometer, but it felt like it was in the twenties, if not the teens. My warm coat and fur-lined cloak helped, but the thinness of my breeches became a bit of a problem. I would have to have something better made while in Holmar.

“Make sure you stay warm,” I said as I draped my spare cloak around Cirro’s shoulders. She had a cloak of her own, but I just wanted to ensure I was taking good care of her.

“Thanks,” she said, then climbed onto the wagon.

That day started like the rest. We were solidly in our routine now, starting each morning with some brief exercise, then traveling until sunset. We spared a few more bolts for Cirro to get more familiar with the elven crossbow as well. After a bit of familiarization and practice, she turned out to be quite a good shot. While I was glad to teach her, I just hoped we wouldn’t need her crossbow skills in the future.

I noticed Nerras wearing the sword we had found in the Drowned Lands and commented on it.

“It’s quite a beautiful sword,” he said, pulling it from its pitted and dented scabbard.

He held it in his left hand, letting the slightly curved blade catch the light. It was just slightly too long for a goblin to use single-handedly. The wire wrapping of the handle gleamed as if it had been thoroughly cleaned and polished, as did the curved crossguard. It was a simple weapon, but expertly made.

“I don’t know what kind of steel this is, but it’s strong,” Nerras said. “I spent an entire day sharpening it. Barely made a difference to the blade and damn near wore out my sharpening stone. It’s sharp, though. Sharpest thing I’ve ever owned.” With a flourish, he slid it back into its scabbard. “Now I just need to fix this up,” he said, indicating the corroded scabbard.

“Maybe you can get it done in Holmar while I take care of the orcs,” I said. “I’ll be gone a day or two. Perfect opportunity.”

“And I’ll be talking to other wizards and elders in the city, trying to learn anything I can about the legend of Eldrick’s sword,” Ulenor said from behind me. “As is, I believe we can find the mindeater’s lair, but I know little beyond that. I don’t like walking into a battle blindly.”

“So, we’ll all be busy,” I said. “That’s good. I want to finish everything as quickly as possible and get back to Gillamoor so we can prepare for our final battle.”

That night, after dinner, Cirro and I called the other women as we always did. But this time, they had very different news for us.

“Elidyr came today,” Lossia began. “He brought two of those boxes you asked for. Each one has a small lever on top and a square hole all the way through. When you push the lever, the square hole turns anything that’s been jammed in there. And depending on how far you push the lever, it spins faster or slower.”

“Wonderful!” I said. “That’s exactly what I need for my new wagon-car. I can’t wait to finish it and show it to you all.”

Lossia looked at Thilli for a minute, her face grim, then turned back to the talking glass. “He also brought news. Bad news, Andrew.”

I had a feeling I knew exactly what she was going to say. When she spoke, it confirmed my fears.

“The number of elves that want to attack Gillamoor has grown, and they’re planning an invasion,” she said. “Elidyr said that Farozhin argued against these elves, so I suppose your alliance with him wasn’t completely worthless. He also said the emperor was likely to hang the lot of them for this, so their hope is to destroy Gillamoor and bring us all back to Isenasera as slaves to win the emperor’s favor.” Her face turned grim. “They’ll be here in less than a week.”

“Shit,” I said without thinking. Part of me expected this to happen one day, but I didn’t think it would happen so soon. “It will be okay, my loves. With the new moat and all the archers, Gillamoor can take them on.”

“Plus, I have the ruby dagger and Thilli has her tiara,” Lossia said. “Well be okay, but…. Well, I’m scared. There’s no other way to put it.” Thilli put an arm around her, as did Anna.

“You’re going to be okay,” Cirro said. “Thilli has been working with the military the entire time, and with those two magical items, the both of you are incredibly strong. Just stay safe and don’t let them hit you with any arrows.”

That was a great point. “If you want to stand atop the wall and face them, wear your armor,” I said to Thilli.

Anna shrugged. “And here I am, just a teacher. Not much I can do to help.”

“Nonsense,” I said. “Gather everyone you know that’s even moderately strong with magic. Have Thilli teach them some basic attacks, like how we cut through trees down south. Put all of those people on the wall, and as soon as the elves come within range, they’re done.”

“You know the elves will attack with magic as well,” Anna said flatly.

“Then teach them how to counter those spells,” I said. “My point is, if you have a hundred people all casting spells, you’re much more likely to succeed. Go round up your brothers and their friends.”

She nodded. “I’ll get started on that tomorrow.”

“Lossia,” I said. “How far is your range when using the ruby dagger?”

“I’m not sure,” she said. “I haven’t tried anything at a distance yet.”

“Tomorrow,” I said. “See what your limit is. You too, Thilli. If you two can get the jump on them and attack when the elves aren’t expecting it, that’ll give you a huge advantage.”

I noticed the stress and fear in their eyes. They were facing a real threat, and it terrified them.

“Listen to me,” I said. “I’ve been to war, a war far worse than what we’ve seen here. The key to winning, the key to surviving, is preparation and training. You know when to expect them, so be ready two or three days in advance. Thilli, light a fire under the soldiers’ asses and make them spend the next few days training harder than ever. After that, it’s all preparation: extra bow strings, extra arrows and bolts, and ensuring their spears are razor sharp.”

Thilli smiled. “Thanks, Andrew.”

“You’re going to be okay,” I said. “Remember, you’re behind stone walls. You have the advantage here. We’re going to win this battle, not because of luck or good fortune, but because you three worked hard and prepared. We’re going to win because we have better, more disciplined soldiers.”

Lossia wiped a tear from her eye and visibly steeled herself. “You’re right. With all the changes you’ve made to the city, they’d have to be imbeciles to attack us.”

“That’s the spirit,” I said. “Now, get some rest. Tomorrow you’ll start preparing for battle.”

“I love you honey,” Cirro said, meaning it for Lossia. “And you too, Thilli and Anna.”

“We love you all,” Anna replied. She reached out and hugged Thilli tightly, who rested her cheek on top of Anna’s head.

“We love you too,” I said. “Stay confident. We’ll trade stories of this when we return.”

With that, we ended the call. I took a deep breath to relieve my nerves. When I looked over, I saw Cirro practically shaking.

“Hey, are you alright?” I asked, pulling her into my arms.

“Of course not,” she said. “Elves are going to attack our home!”

“They’re going to try to attack, and they’re going to fail,” I said firmly. “I know it’s scary, Cirro, but you have to remember all that we’ve done to strengthen the city. That moat alone makes a huge difference; they can’t even get to the city walls except for one place, the gatehouse. And that’s where all the archers will be, and however many magic users Anna can round up. If anything, the elves are walking into a slaughter.”

Cirro sniffed. “I don’t understand how you can be so confident about this.” But she squeezed me tightly. “I’m scared, Andrew.”

“I know, honey,” I said, kissing the top of her head. “And the reason I’m so confident about this is because I’ve been to war. I’ve seen what works and what doesn’t. Plus, I’ve studied military history, and battles of old. A walled city with a moat is a very difficult target. The only chance they would have would be to lay siege, and that could take months. In other words, in the worst case scenario, when we return I’ll be able to kill all the elves myself.”

She hugged me tightly again. “I love you so much, Andrew.” She reached up and pulled my face down to hers and we kissed, a soft kiss, not like the wild kisses she usually gave.

We held each other for a while, kissing softly. I didn’t want her to get lost in negative emotions, so I let one of my hands slide down to her full, round bottom and gave it a squeeze. She immediately giggled and shook her hips.

That was all it took to lift her mood. Our clothes came off and her kisses took on a more heated note. We laid on the bedroll and made love again that night until we were both exhausted, then went to sleep.
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The next day Cirro woke feeling rather frisky, even more so than usual. While I was accustomed to being woken up for sex by this time, she woke me by kissing me and rubbing her large breasts in my face. I suppose my confidence the night before had really turned her on, for we made love twice that morning, both times in her tight round ass.

After a quick cleanup, we left the tent and I threw a log on the fire. It was still damn cold outside, so I used a bit of magic to get the flames going so we could all warm up.

Nerras grabbed some food and threw it in a pot, then set it over the fire to start cooking. After that, we all did our morning exercise—even Ulenor was grateful for it, as it helped warm his body.

“I guess I’ve gotten used to the warmer weather in Gillamoor,” Cirro said, rubbing her arms beneath her cloak.

“Warmer?” I asked with a laugh. She had a point, though. We had been gently climbing in elevation for two days now, and it was noticeably colder.

“This is the weather we’ll experience in Holmar,” Cirro said. “I think the orc city is a little warmer, just due to the extra sunshine they get.”

“I believe we’ll arrive this afternoon,” Nerras said. “We’ve been moving quickly and making great time.”

“It’s about time,” Cirro said. “Can’t say I’m a big fan of all this travel.”

After our morning exercise and breakfast, we hurriedly broke camp and packed everything up. Knowing that Holmar was close made us all move a bit faster.

“I’m looking forward to stretching out in front of a warm fire,” Ulenor said as he climbed into the wagon. The extra food we’d been feeding him had done some good. He looked more vibrant than usual. Less frail.

“Well, let’s get to it,” I said, clicking my tongue. The horses were eager to get moving; they were probably cold as well. We tried letting them trot for a moment; the new bearings on the wagon axles made it much easier on the horses. Even with the suspension, it was still too bumpy, though, so I slowed them back down to a walk.

After a while, something finally occurred to me. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of this sooner,” I said as I stood up.

I reached behind me and placed a hand on the front hoop of the wagon to steady myself, then cast my eyes ahead to the road. It was heavily rutted from decades of use and far from smooth.

Drawing deeply from my magical well, I sent my magical tendrils ahead and into the soil. Years of travel had compacted the dirt sufficiently hard, I just needed to smooth it. Using a touch of water, I lifted the ruts and smoothed the road for as far as I could see, then pulled the water back out and crushed the soil until it was as hard as concrete.

As soon as our wagon wheels touched the freshly smoothed road, the difference was noticeable. Cirro looked over at me and smiled and Ulenor breathed a sigh of relief.

“That would have been a welcomed change on our last two trips,” Ulenor said.

With that, I gently slapped the reins and pushed the horses to a slow cantor. The smooth road and well-greased bearings made the trip easy. I remained standing in the wagon, smoothing the road in front of us. Working with magic at that distance was tiring, but it was worth it to help us speed up.

I reached down and grabbed Cirro’s hand, then pulled her up. “Why don’t you give it a try?” I asked.

She looked at me like I was crazy. “I’m not that strong, Andrew.”

I shrugged. “Doesn’t matter, you can learn. And as you work with magic, you’ll grow stronger. You probably haven’t reached your full potential. Now, can you see how I’m doing this?”

She stared in front of us for a moment, then nodded.

“Okay, go ahead and give it a shot. Just work with me.”

Ciro nodded, then focused on the road ahead. She was much, much weaker with magic than I was, but she reached out with magical tendrils, the same way I did, and tried altering the road. I had to be quick and work behind her to ensure the road was smooth by the time we crossed it.

She let out a huff of frustration. “We’re moving too damn fast,” she grumbled.

I slowed the horses back to a walk to give her more time. “Try again,” I said.

We spent twenty minutes smoothing the road. It seemed like such a mundane task, but it was an excellent exercise for her. Cirro wasn’t very used to using magic, especially not in this manner. She had to work quickly, and kept getting frustrated when I had to hurriedly smooth a patch of road because she had been too slow.

“This is a lot harder than I realized,” she said. “At least I’m not cold any longer.”

“You’re welcome,” I said with a grin, not taking my eyes from the road.

We continued for a few more minutes, then Cirro and I sat down and rested. I had to flap my cloak around me a few times to cool myself off; working with magic like that was exhausting. I wasn’t nearly as tired as I would have been, which was a good sign. Ulenor had commented in the past that I gained magical strength quite rapidly.

“Ah, hell,” Cirro said, stifling a jaw-cracking yawn.

She slumped in her seat and I reached over and grabbed her, then leaned her head on my shoulder. We stayed that way for two hours while she napped.

“We’re close,” Nerras said that afternoon. “The trees are thinning out.”

“Not many trees around Holmar?” I asked.

“No,” he shook his head. “There’s a small river that runs by the city that keeps it from being a total desert, but it’s a pretty dry area. Low grass, not much for trees.”

I took a better look at the foliage around us. Instead of the towering trees south of Gillamoor that I was used to, here they were smaller, almost stunted looking. The trunks twisted and turned on their way to a bushy top. The grass and underbrush were also different; low and tough, almost scraggly. It kind of reminded me of the dry hills of California. Not quite a desert, but it was almost there.

“How long was I out?” Cirro asked when she finally raised her head from my shoulder.

“About two hours,” I told her.

She rubbed her eyes and glanced around us. “I think we’re close.”

“That’s what Nerras just said,” I told her.

“We’ll be there in an hour,” she said, yawning wide. “Ugh. I haven’t used magic enough to get tired like that in ages. What an awful feeling. I remember when you used to pass out almost daily.”

I gave a little chuckle. “Yeah, I pushed myself pretty hard early on. Just trying to learn as quickly as I can. And it worked. I feel more comfortable with magic every day. Working with it feels more natural; I can just think of things to do without having to be told.”

“That’s great, honey,” Cirro said, patting my arm and smiling at me. “Are you excited to see Holmar?”

I thought for a moment. “I kind of am, yeah. Hey, I have a question. You once told me that a wide river separated Holmar from the Orc Wastes. While you were asleep, Nerras told me a small river runs right by the city. Is Holmar on the border?”

Cirro smiled. “Ah, the rivers. I’m so used to it that I didn’t think twice about it.” She turned to me. “A wide river separates our lands, yes. It’s one of the only rivers in or near the Orc Wastes, so they have a line of orcs there daily with buckets and urns, gathering what they can. Goblins used to do the same, from the shores on the other side. As you can imagine, that led to far too many problems.”

“Yeah, it seems like the orcs are just eager to cause trouble,” I said.

“They are,” Cirro agreed. “So we changed the river. Many years ago, the mayor of Holmar took a hundred men, all strong with earth magic, and traveled far to the north where the river is small. Up near the base of the mountains. They carved a small branch of the river, an offshoot, and used magic to guide it apart from the main body. That newer, much smaller river passes right by Holmar and provides us with water and fish.”

“Fascinating,” I said.

“I suppose Holmar is an interesting place,” Cirro said. “There’s a wall around the city, just like Gillamoore. Holmar is a good bit larger though, with houses outside of the wall as well as inside, so don’t get any bright ideas about building a moat. It simply won’t work. But there’s also a wall near the Harmony River, to help discourage orcs from crossing and paying Holmar a visit. And then a second wall on the outskirts of the city, although that wall is really just for show. It’s a place to stuff a hundred archers so no one will get close.”

“Still, that’s a lot of archers,” I said. “That’s gotta count for something.”

“They’re much like the archers in Gillamoor before you started training them,” Cirro said. “So while a large number of them might look impressive, they aren’t really that good. Honestly, if the orcs wanted to conquer Holmar, they probably could.”

“Well, I’ll do my best to keep that from happening,” I said.

The trees began to thin and I saw what looked like a farm, far in the distance on the left side of the road. As we drew closer, a herd of sheep lazily watched us pass by.

“So what’s all this about the thousand archers I hear mentioned every time someone brings up Holmar?” I asked.

Cirro laughed. “More like two hundred archers. We stick a bunch of them on the walls so the orcs always see them. That way they know, if they try to harm us, they’ll have to swim through arrows to do it. There aren’t a thousand archers, though,” she said, shrugging. “I suppose it just sounds intimidating.”

While we had crossed the entire forest without seeing a single other soul, people began to appear on the road ahead of us. Goblin farmers, bringing their wares to market, perhaps. I wasn’t entirely sure, but it was good to see more people.

“Welcome to Holmar,” Cirro said as the city proper came into view.
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Most of the buildings on the outskirts were made of cob with thatched roofs, although I saw some clay tiles as well. Wood was much more scarce in this area compared to Gillamoor, Cirro explained, so stone or cob houses were the norm. Plus the trees they did have were those smaller, twisted ones that wouldn’t produce straight boards. It made me grateful we had brought a bit of firewood with us.

The nice thing about cob houses was that the builders weren’t forced into straight lines and hard angles, so we saw plenty of interesting designs. Round houses were common. Many had a large, main circular room with several smaller rooms attached, also circular. I found myself smiling at the strange-looking houses. They almost looked like something a child would draw: several connected cylinders with conical thatch roofs.

Even in Holmar, people knew who I was. A handful of adorable goblin children ran next to the wagon for a moment, wielding sticks like swords and fighting away imaginary minotaurs. Some people even called out my name and waved, or called out blessings to us. As the only human in the world, I suppose I was easy to recognize.

For that matter, they knew Cirro just as well. Having grown up in this city she would naturally know her share of people. Furthermore, while Lossia and Thilli had been chosen as Mothers of the New Age due to their parents, Cirro had been chosen out of all the women in Brovania for her beauty, personality, and bravery. They treated her like a celebrity.

As we drew closer to the city proper, the houses became more tightly packed, although each one still had a small yard for chickens or a garden. The wall slowly came into view ahead of us.

It was much larger than the wall surrounding Gillamoor. The actual height was hard to guess at this distance, but comparing it to the surrounding buildings it looked to be roughly the height of a two-story house.

“We’ll go straight to the temple after we enter the city,” Cirro said.

“Sounds good to me,” I replied, waving at a group of goblin children that excitedly waved their arms at us and ran behind the wagon. “Looks like they’re pretty excited to have us here.”

“Well, you’re the one that’s supposed to save everyone,” Ulenor explained.

The gates loomed ahead. They stood wide open at the moment, giving us free passage through the tall archway. I noticed the lack of a gatehouse, however two large towers flanked the gates, with archers peering out between the crenelations.

“They received copies of our new military standards, right?” I asked.

“Yes,” Ulenor replied. “Once you finalized everything with the colonel, we had a rider take several copies to both York and Holmar. They distributed them here and implemented them immediately.”

“Good,” I said. “Although gods be good, they won’t need them.”

Several soldiers waved at us as we passed, and one even saluted me. I returned the salute with a smile.

Beyond the gate, the city spread out before us. Holmar was much larger than Gillamoor, at least twice as big, physically. The trend of round houses continued within the city walls, although as houses got closer together, they tended towards a square shape to maximize the use of their property. Clay roof tiles were the norm here, which gave an almost monochromatic look when coupled with the cob houses. Many of the nicer houses were made from thick stone.

Once we passed through the gate, the dirt road was replaced with stone. As in Gillamoor, the paving stones were fitted together with an expert hand, which provided for a smooth ride. Goblins of all sorts filled the streets, many of them giving us looks of interest or raising quick cheers. While Holmar didn’t have a park at nearly every intersection like Gillamoor did, it still had its share of open areas and greenery. I even saw a couple fountains.

Cirro pointed out several places as we continued through the city. A baker that made the best crusty loaves had an open-front shop on one side of the road, and further down was the tailor that made many of the dresses she had brought right before she first came to Gillamoor. We passed by wainwrights and blacksmiths flanked by haberdashers, tailors, and even a book shop, which immediately made me want to try to explain to them how to make a printing press.

“Turn right after this butcher shop,” Cirro said with a big grin.

It was a moderate-sized shop with legs of beef and mutton hanging from racks. Paper-wrapped salted hams filled several shelves. The butcher himself, a heavyset goblin with short, green hair, looked up at our wagon as we passed. He gasped and dropped his cleaver, then ran out front to meet us.

“Cirro!” he shouted.

I pulled on the reins a bit, slowing the horses down as the man ran to the wagon.

“You’re back!” he said, approaching the front.

“Surprise, father!” she said with one of her lopsided grins. She reached a hand out to him but he shook his head.

“My hands are dirty right now. When will I see you?”

“In a few hours,” she replied. “We have to get settled in first. And I’ll be home all day tomorrow.”

“I’ll have something nice prepared. Is he coming with you?” he asked, glancing at me.

“Of course I am,” I replied, giving him a good-natured smile. “It’s good to meet you, sir. I’m Andrew. Andrew Jones.”

He glanced at me again, then turned back to Cirro and gave her a warm smile. “I’ll make sure to sharpen my cleavers. See you soon, love bug!” With that, he hurried back into his shop.

“Did your father just threaten me?” I asked.

Cirro laughed. “Probably. He’s just doing what fathers do best. I’m the eldest daughter, after all. As long as you treat me right, there won’t be any problems,” she added with a wink.

“You know, Lossia’s mother threatened to poison me once,” I said.

Cirro laughed. “Oh, that’s a good one! I wouldn’t have thought of that. Although poison sounds like something Anna would use, to be honest. I’d just use a frying pan when you were asleep.”

I blinked. “Are all of you threatening me? I thought you were pacifists.”

“There’s a reason goblin men treat their wives very well,” Ulenor said from the back. “While it is rare, if a man abuses his wife, our laws allow her to handle matters as she sees fit.”

“Wow,” I said. “I was not expecting that.” At least the king had been easy to deal with.

A tall building of streaked marble blocks loomed ahead of us. I steered the horses towards it at Cirro’s direction, and stopped the horses in front of the broad steps.

“Is this the temple?” I asked.

“Yep,” Cirro said as she climbed down from the wagon.

“Hopefully they have a fireplace going,” I said, rubbing my hands together.

“I could definitely go for some hot tea right about now,” Ulenor said, then stood with a grunt.

A young woman walked down the steps of the temple towards us as we dismounted. She looked to be around thirty years of age, with large blue eyes that studied us intensely. What was visible of her pale blue hair beneath the fur-lined hood of her cloak was in two thick braids, one hanging in front of each shoulder. She stopped halfway down and smiled as Cirro approached her.

The woman reached out and held both of Cirro’s hands in hers. “Mother,” she said. “You look positively radiant. Are you with child yet?”

Cirro took one of the woman’s hands and placed it upon her stomach. “Yes, Teel. Only a couple months so I’m not really showing yet, but he’s in there.”

“All glory to Zozella,” the woman—Teel—said. She pulled Cirro closer and kissed her on both cheeks, then wrapped her in a warm embrace.

I went around to the back of the wagon and grabbed a few things, but Teel held up a hand and called for me to stop.

“Do not worry about that, Andrew. My people will help you.” Even as she spoke, a dozen men and women all dressed in the livery of temple workers hurried down the stairs and approached us. They took Nerras’s saddlebags and everything in the back of the wagon. They probably would have carried me, if I asked.

Even still, I reached into the back of the wagon and withdrew the magical water staff that Elidyr had brought. I walked up the stairs and approached the Teel. She was beautiful, with the kind of face that only came around once in a generation. She could even give Thilli a run for her money, and that woman was about as physically perfect as a person could be.

“Andrew,” she said, holding her hands out in a welcoming gesture.

“A gift,” I said, offering her the staff. “Cirro has told me enough about Holmar that I felt the city would benefit from something like this.”

“What is it?” Teel asked.

I held the staff to the side and spoke the magical command. A gentle shower of water came from the tip for a second, until I raised the end.

Teel gasped. “We have a garden out back, where we grow our food. This will be a great help. Thank you, Andrew.” She directed a temple worker to take the staff to her office, then held her hands back out towards me.

I took her slender hands in mine and she pulled me close, very close. “After hearing so much about you, we finally meet. I must say, it is an honor to have you beneath my roof. I am Teel, High Priestess of Zozella. As you have my goddess’ favor, so you have mine, and you will be treated as such while you are here. I assume you will be continuing your duties here?” She took another small step towards me so that her face was inches from mine, looking up expectantly into my eyes.

Damn, she didn’t waste any time. “To be honest, I hadn’t really thought about it in a while,” I told her. “But uh, sure. I’ll do what I can.”

“Splendid,” Teel said, clapping her hands. “We have a number of candidates that are all very excited to spend time with you.”

“Have fun, big guy,” Cirro said, punching me in the shoulder. She grinned at me, then turned to Teel. “So, where are we staying?”

“Ah, forgive me,” Teel said, bowing her head. “Follow me. You two as well,” she said to Nerras and Ulenor.

The four of us ascended the wide stairs and entered the temple. As in Gillamoor, the doors stood wide open, even in the cold weather. Fortunately, two fireplaces made the main sanctuary quite warm, enough that I threw my cloak over a shoulder as we walked through. Around a dozen people were in the high-ceilinged room, seated on the pews or kneeling before a similar statue of the goddess.

Teel took us along the outer edge of the sanctuary and stopped at a door. “This room is for you, Ulenor. See that he has everything he needs,” she added, talking to a servant that trailed us. The man bowed his head and went straight to the door, then held it open for Ulenor.

At the next door, she said the same thing but to Nerras. “It’s an honor to have a hero like yourself here,” she said with a smile. “If you need anything, only speak of it and it shall be done.”

And then we finally came to what I assumed was our room. Teel stopped before the door and pushed it open, then gestured for us to enter.

“I hope it is to your liking,” she said as we walked in.

The room was large, squarish in shape, with thick rugs layered over the marble floor tiles. The walls were marble as well, although carved with scenes of Zozella and nature. Detailed tapestries hung on every wall, and two tall wardrobes stood at the far wall. To my delight, a large copper tub sat against the wall opposite the door, with a carved wooden handle on the wall above. It amazed me that the goblins had figured out some form of rudimentary plumbing.

A small fireplace was built into the wall, near the bathtub, with an iron rack to hold firewood next to it. Only a few logs rested there, and they looked to have come from those small, twisted trees I had seen.

“I can’t wait for a hot bath,” Cirro said, removing the clasp of her cloak. Several large hooks were set on the wall, and she hung her cloak from it.

“We are not able to heat the water here, so you’ll have to do that yourself,” Teel explained. “If you lack the ability, just call for a servant and they will take care of it for you.”

Cirro waved it away. “I can take care of it, thanks.”

At that moment, servants entered the room, their arms full of our things. Teel directed them to place it all by the wardrobes. I unfastened the clasp of my cloak and went to hang it on the wall next to Cirro’s.

“As High Priestess, I am permitted some small privileges,” Teel said, taking a step closer to me. Her hands went to her throat and she unclipped her cloak, then pulled it open and let it fall back. “If you’ll have me, I would like to be the first to mate with you, before the other women arrive.”

She wore one of those robelike dresses that I had become so familiar with in Gillamoor, but hers was of thicker material. Still, it fit snugly enough to make it very clear what her body was like. She looked to be very fit, with small breasts, a flat stomach, and wide hips. Her thighs were deliciously thick as well.

Cirro suddenly appeared next to me, one hand on her hip, openly looking Teel up and down. “If he says no, just let me know and I’ll take you,” she said with a grin.

Teel blushed and gave a laugh that sounded suspiciously like a giggle. She stood there, big blue eyes looking up at me, and I realized she was waiting for a response.

“Uh, yeah,” I said, unsure of exactly what to say. “You’re beautiful. Let’s, uh, you know. Mate.” I mentally kicked myself for my fumbling tongue, but Teel just smiled, then pulled her cloak back up around her shoulders.

“I’ll come back once you’ve had time to freshen up,” she said.

“You should write poetry with your amazing grasp on language,” Cirro said, punching me in the arm. “You two have your fun. I’m going to go take a bath.”
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The thought of a bath was all too appealing, but first I wanted to clean a week’s worth of road grime from my body. Fortunately, I was accustomed to wiping myself down regularly, so I wasn’t that dirty.

Cirro pumped water into the tub from the faucet right above it. I opened myself to my magical well and started to increase the heat of the water, but then stopped.

“Hey, you should heat it,” I said. “Get some more practice with magic.”

“You’re right,” she said, still pumping the handle. I felt her channel a small amount of magic into the water in the tub, and in a matter of seconds it was steaming hot.

Cirro had progressed a lot from the bit of magic practice we had done on the journey over here. It made me realize that magic was such a common thing among the goblin people that they didn’t think twice about it. Cirro, fully able to use magic but not very strongly, hardly used it at all. I found the whole thing strange, and I wanted to change that. Magic could improve their lives in so many ways.

Of course, then I remembered that their former captors, the elves, used magic in every aspect of their lives. That was probably why the goblins avoided it.

As for me, I wanted to be as strong as possible with magic. Hell, I needed to be as strong as possible. So, I needed to use it more often. With that in mind, I used magic to channel a bit of water into the nearby washbasin, then heated it up until it was nice and hot. Then, after shedding all my clothes, I grabbed a fresh wash rag and wiped myself down. It wasn’t the same as a bath, but at least I was clean.

“I should probably do the same,” Cirro said as she continued pumping water into the tub. “No good sitting in a tub filled with dirty water. Hand me a washcloth?”

I got a fresh rag wet while Cirro stripped down to her skin. She took the cloth from me and scrubbed herself down, then finally stepped into the tub. Once she grew accustomed to the hot water, she sank down in it and relaxed.

“Now that is what I’ve been waiting for,” Cirro said, eyes closed and a smile upon her beautiful face.

I stepped over the tub and leaned down so I could place a kiss on her forehead. Behind me, a quiet knock came at the door.

“Love you, honey,” I said to Cirro.

“Go,” she said without opening her eyes. “Go do your work. Also, I love you, too.” She smiled.

I went over to the door and pulled it open a few inches. Teel stood there in her heavy cloak, hands politely clasped at her waist.

“Is now a good time?” she asked.

“Of course,” I said, pulling the door the rest of the way open. “Come on in.”

“Oh,” she said, surprised when she saw that I was already naked. She hurried inside the room and I closed the door behind her.

Teel stood there for a moment, wrapped in her heavy, fur-lined cloak, and looked at me. Her eyes stayed on my crotch for a moment, and she smiled.

“I heard you were big,” she said quietly. “Well, it looks like you’re ready for me, so that’s good.”

With that, she pulled her cloak off and walked to the hooks next to the door. When she stretched her arms in front of her to hang her cloak, it pulled her dress tight across her bottom. A smile formed on my face as I saw that big, round thing.

Teel turned back to me, still oddly formal, and began undressing. With that robelike dress she wore, it was a fast and simple process that just consisted of untying the front in a few places, then letting it fall to the floor. She stood there for a moment, arms by her side, unsure of what to do.

“I suppose if it pleases you, we should—” she began, but I cut her off.

I walked up to her and wrapped my arms around her small waist, then picked her up from the ground. I held her to my chest and spun her in a circle, which brought a laugh of surprise from her. When I set her down, her back was to Cirro, who opened her eyes and grinned as she got an eyeful of Teel’s rear end.

“Wow, she’s got a nice one,” Cirro said.

Teel blushed to her hairline and suddenly tried to cover herself with her hands. I scooped her up in my arms and carried her over to the bed.

“There is no need to be shy around me,” I said. “You’re perfectly beautiful in every way.” I set her on the bed as gently as possible, and she slid back a bit. She sat there, fully nude, legs slightly apart, looking up at me.

“How should we start?” she asked. Her face was still flushed.

“Have you ever done this before?” I asked.

She shook her head.

“Just relax,” I said to her, keeping my voice gentle. “There’s nothing to worry about. Lie back,” I instructed, and she slid further onto the large bed, then laid back all the way.

I crawled onto the bed and put my head between those thick thighs of hers, then slid my hands beneath them and grabbed onto her hips. My tongue ran up and down her hairless slit a few times, getting her used to my touch, then finally settled on her clitoris.

Her body shook as I pleased her. I could tell she had never been touched like this before; she was tense the entire time. When she finally felt comfortable enough to moan, she sounded like her head was going to explode. An orgasm will do that.

She breathed heavily for a moment and I smiled.

“How was that?” I asked.

“By the gods, that was incredible,” she said. “I’ve wondered what it felt like, but wasn’t sure I’d ever experience it, since I’ve dedicated my life to Zozella.”

“Well, trust me when I say she approves,” I said, wiping my mouth.

I kissed my way up her flat stomach and stopped at her breasts for a moment, taking some time to lick, suck, and nibble on her perky nipples. As I kissed the side of her neck, I reached down and grabbed onto my self mid-shaft and began rubbing the head against her, getting her juices all over the head of my cock. After that, I began pushing it inside, a little bit further each time.

Teel’s breath caught and she bit her bottom lip. She reached down and grabbed onto her legs, pulling them wide, helping me to get deeper inside her. I leaned down and kissed her softly, and she kissed me back as I pushed myself all the way inside. She gasped and her fingers tightened on my shoulders. I gave her a moment to get used to my girth, then began thrusting in and out of her at a slow pace. Her entire body shook with pleasure.

I still found the differences in our bodies rather interesting. I was only of average endowment, but to these goblin women I had a big one. With that in mind, I tried to be careful during our intimate moments, so I didn’t hurt anyone. Well, except for Cirro. She usually wanted me to pretzel her up and pound her as hard as I could.

After a few minutes, we rolled around so Teel could be on top. She was a joy there, her toned body bouncing up and down on me, my hands on her ample hips. She bit her bottom lip and focused while riding me. I wanted a better view of her ass, so I had her turn around and ride me that way, reverse cowgirl. My hands went right to that magnificent bottom of hers, and I squeezed it as she worked it up and down.

Her body suddenly tensed up and her moans increased in volume as she came a second time. She pushed herself against my lap and I held on tightly to that round butt and pushed myself deep inside her, giving her every inch. Her body shook and sweat slicked her back.

I wasn’t too far behind her, so once she had recovered from her orgasm, I tightened my grip on her ass and worked it up and down my full length. With a view like that, it didn’t take me too long. My fingers tightened on her bottom as I blasted my load deep inside her and she moaned with me. I held her tightly onto my lap as I squirted rope after rope of cum against her cervix.

Teel kept me inside her and carefully twisted around so she was facing me, then laid down upon my chest. I held her tightly while we both tried to catch our breath.

“That was amazing,” she whispered.

I squeezed her and kissed the top of her head. “I agree,” I said.

Cirro was out of the bath now, with her hair wrapped up in one towel and another around her shoulders. She approached the foot of the bed and smiled. I followed her eyes and realized she was staring at my cock, buried inside Teel’s pussy.

“I never get tired of seeing that,” Cirro said quietly. Then, louder, “Say, you know what? You two are going to have the cutest kid.”

On my chest, Teel giggled and gyrated her hips slightly. “I suppose I should clean up and let you continue,” she said.

“Yeah, with this guy you run a serious risk of getting a second session if you don’t move quickly,” Cirro said with a laugh.

Teel straightened up so she was sitting on my lap. “Oh, is that so?” she asked, working her hips in small circles.

Cirro climbed onto the bed, openly admiring Teel’s figure. “Andrew, she is the High Priestess, after all. I think you should do your best to ensure she gets pregnant.”

She placed her hands on Teel’s hips, and the priestess turned around and smiled at her. They kissed, and Cirro’s hands gently caressed the other woman, her waist, her sides, her stomach.

I immediately started to rise again. Teel’s eyes widened and she turned back to me. “She wasn’t kidding.”

“Nope,” I said with a grin as I became fully erect.

Cirro held onto the beautiful woman from behind, one hand reaching around and grabbing her breast, and her other hand going down and squeezing her round bottom. She helped Teel move up and down. My hands went to her narrow waist, and I started thrusting again.

When we finally finished, Cirro went to go visit her family while I spent some time with another half dozen women.

All in all, it was a great welcome to the city of Holmar.
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That evening, we were treated to dinner. Teel had the temple cooks prepare a small feast to celebrate our arrival in the city. Small, roasted birds, freshly baked bread, an assortment of cheeses, fresh fruits, various sauces, and all sorts of foods filled the platters before us.

Nerras dug in, eating with gusto. Ulenor picked at his food until Cirro told him in no uncertain terms he would eat his fill or she would hold him down and force the food in his mouth.

As for me, I ate enough for three people. One thing I had learned was that all this new muscle mass Zozella had gifted me with took a lot of food to maintain. I ate one of the birds entirely by myself, as well as a loaf of bread with soft cheese spread on the slices—it tasted a lot like brie, to be honest. The wine we washed it down with was fantastic as well. I immediately thought that we could trade it with the elves, but I wisely kept my mouth shut.

“I’ve missed the food here,” Cirro said around a mouthful of thick, hearty stew. “The spices are different. Food in Gillamoor tastes a bit bland to me.”

“Once again, we want to thank you all for coming,” Teel said, once again professional and composed. She flashed a brief smile at me before continuing. “We appreciate everything you are doing for the goblin people, and we will do whatever it takes to support your party. If you need anything, simply ask and it shall be provided.”

“With food like this, I should ask for a place to build a house in Holmar,” Nerras said, chuckling.

“No, you have to be our neighbor,” Cirro said firmly. Nerras shrugged.

“So, what’s next?” Nerras asked, tearing into a drumstick.

“Next, I’m taking him to meet my family,” Cirro said.

Nerras grinned. “Be on your best behavior, Andrew.”

“I’m sure they’ll love him,” Cirro said, beaming a smile at me. “They’ll be glad to see all that’s happened in my life, I think. How far I’ve come in the time I’ve been gone.”

“Oh, Andrew is a hard fellow not to like,” Ulenor said. “Especially with all that he’s done for our people.”

“Okay, stop before you all make me blush,” I said, laughing.

“And so handsome, too,” Nerras said, making his voice sound like Cirro’s.

“When were you planning on leaving for Var Akresh?” Ulenor asked. That certainly changed the mood around the table.

“I guess once I’m done with Cirro’s family,” I said, looking over at her. She nodded.

“What’s this about Var Akresh?” Teel asked.

“Andrew is going to take care of the orc problem for us,” Cirro said, smiling at me again. “He’s going to convince them to leave us alone, and trade with us instead. And you were going to try to get something from them, right?”

“Steel,” I said. “I want their steel.”

Teel shuddered visibly. “Dreadful creatures, the orcs. I will say a prayer for you, Andrew. My entire staff will pray for you.”

“Thanks,” I told her.

After that, we chatted over a glass of wine for a while, then retired to our respective rooms. Nerras was enthusiastic about the huge bed in his room, and even Ulenor said his old joints appreciated the soft mattress.

I went to the washbasin and brushed my teeth while Cirro removed her clothes. She helped me undress, then wiped me down with a warm washcloth again.

“Can’t have you smelling like a brothel,” Cirro said with a laugh. “Even though I like that smell. I say we’re only alive once. Might as well have all the sex we can.”

“I like how you think,” I said.

We called the other women on the talking glass after that. Thilli said they were prepared and ready for the elves. Anna had rounded up nearly two hundred people, all strong with fire magic, and they would all be atop the wall when the day came. They were as ready as they could be, and once again I assured them that everything was going to be okay.

Cirro and I made love that night, then fell asleep in each other’s arms. While I loved sleeping in a pile of beautiful women every night, there was something deeply satisfying about just holding one special person.

The next day I found myself slightly stressed as I brushed my teeth over the washbasin. I was sure Cirro’s entire family was great, but I still had a knot in my stomach. Cirro must have noticed my behavior was off, as she asked about it.

“To be honest, I’m just a little nervous about meeting your family,” I confessed.

She smiled. “My family is easy. They’ll see that you treat me well and that will be the end of it.”

“I suppose we’ll see,” I said as I washed my face.

I laughed at Cirro’s large breasts bouncing as she pumped water into the tub. She gave me a warning look and I sent a tendril of magic into the water, heating it. We both climbed in, although the tub wasn’t really large enough for two people, especially when one of them was a muscle-bound human. We made it work, and kissed and loved on each other more than we really bathed. But it was a nice way to start the morning, and quickly led to a rather heated session on the bed.

Later, as we got dressed, I stared at the jackets I brought and tried to decide which one to wear.

“Wear the gray one,” Cirro said. “It goes well with your dark hair, and matches your cloak.”

“You’re the boss,” I said, and shrugged into the jacket.

“That’s what I like to hear,” Cirro said with a lopsided grin. “Also, wear your sword belt.”

I turned to her. “Why would I bring my weapons to meet your parents? Am I going to have to fight your father for your hand in marriage or something?”

She laughed. “No, silly. You look like a hero with your sword on, and a hero is what you are. First impressions are important, and I want you looking a certain way when you meet my mother. I want them to see the man that is going to save our people from Vogrim.”

I blew out a breath of air. “Wow, setting the standard high, there. I’m going to have to work awfully hard to pretend to be that guy.”

Cirro laughed. “Oh, stop it. Now, hurry up and get dressed. Mother is probably cooking for us as we speak. I told her you eat a lot.”

“Okay,” I said, buckling my fur-lined cloak around my neck. “How do I look?”

She tapped a finger on her lips as she looked me up and down. “Like you need a scarf and some mittens. It gets cold here, you know. But you look great for now.”

Cirro wore a sky blue dress of thick cloth over a thin shift. The dress fit snugly enough to advertise what was beneath, especially with the few extra pregnancy pounds she was carrying around on her curves. Her cloak was dark blue and lined with dark, almost black fur, with vines and flowers embroidered around the edges in dark thread. She looked like a beautiful young noblewoman.

“I figured you wouldn’t wear fur,” I said, noticing the lining of her cloak.

She shrugged. “I don’t care for it, but I have to stay warm. It’s either this or I wear four wool cloaks and look ridiculous.”

I opened the door for her and we left our room in the temple. A temple worker was waiting outside the door, and went inside to clean the moment we left.

Seeing the statue of Zozella in the sanctuary, I pulled Cirro towards it instead of to the doors. Cirro was going to wait for me, but I kept her hand in mine as I knelt in front of the statue. Cirro knelt next to me.

“So, I’m here in Holmar, now,” I said.

“Is that really how you pray?” Cirro asked.

I shrugged, then continued. “I’m going to try my best to solve the orc problem, then head north to get Eldrick’s sword. We’re almost there.”

Just as in Gillamoor, the statue moved as if it were alive. Cirro’s eyes widened as Zozella placed a stone hand on my head and one on hers. Only this time, she spoke out loud instead of inside my head.

“Stay safe, Andrew. Our survival rides on your shoulders, and we can’t afford any brash behavior. Hello, my daughter. I’ve been watching you for a long time, you know. You bring happiness to many people.”

Cirro looked up and stared, wide-eyed, at the statue. Zozella’s hand cupped Cirro’s chin, and her thumb gently stroked her cheek.

“You are very precious to me, Cirro,” Zozella said. “Keep that fire inside you lit, and never let anything smother it.”

“Y—yes, um, my, um, my goddess,” Cirro stammered.

Zozella turned back to me. “Do not fear Cirro’s family. Her father is a stern man with a big heart. Show him what you mean to do, show him that you are strong, and he will approve. You’ll have to do the same when you meet Thilli’s father as well.”

“Thank you,” I said. “All that I ask is that you help keep me safe over these next few days.”

“I am always with you, Andrew,” she said. “I cannot do much more than give you my love and a blessing here and there, but I am with you. Now, go. You have much to do.”

“Yes ma’am,” I said, and stood.

Cirro still had a look of shock on her face as I led her down the center aisle. I took her hand in mine and gave it a squeeze.

“You okay?” I asked.

“She actually spoke to me!” Cirro exclaimed.

“Is that a rare thing? She talks to me every time I go see her,” I said.

Cirro looked at me. “It is very, very rare. She only speaks to the High Priestess herself a few times per year. As I understand it, talking to mortals like us takes a lot of her energy.”

“Well,” I said with a grin. “Doesn’t that make us special?”

We both smiled, all the way until we reached the door. Then, a sharp wind blew the smiles right off our faces.

“Ah!” Cirro exclaimed. “By the gods, I had almost forgotten how cold the wind can be here.”

I turned and looked around the sanctuary. “Teel!” I called out. After a moment, the beautiful blue-haired woman hurried towards me.

“Do you need something, Andrew?” she asked, smiling up at me.

“Can you get a scarf for Cirro?” I asked. “It’s rather cold and windy outside.”

“Of course,” she said with a slight bow of her head. “And for you as well?”

“No thanks,” I said. “I don’t really like things around my neck.” It was true; the clasp of the cloak was about as much as I could stand.

A few minutes later, Teel returned with a thickly knit scarf for Cirro. It was even blue, to match the rest of her clothing. The emblem for Zozella was embroidered at each end. I found that fitting, since the goddess had done so much to help us.

Cirro wrapped the scarf around her neck and the bottom half of her face, then pulled her hood up.

“Alright,” I said, taking her by the hand. “Let’s go meet your family.”
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Being new in Holmar, people were surprised to see me. By this time, everyone knew about the guy from a different world that had arrived to save the goblin people. And while those in Holmar hadn’t yet seen any of my work, they still cheered me on when they saw me.

“You’re a popular guy,” Cirro quipped as we walked, arm in arm down the wide street.

“Yeah, to be honest I’m looking forward to that dying down a little,” I said. “I’ve never been a fan of much attention.”

Cirro just looked up at me and smiled, then continued leading me down the street.

Together, we passed by all sorts of people, and all of them bundled up for the cold weather. According to Cirro, we weren’t in full winter yet. While a thin layer of snow covered many of the roofs and yards, the real snows would come in about a month, and the temperatures would go down even further. I found myself glad that I was going to miss that. Snow was beautiful, but I didn’t want to experience much of sub-zero weather in a place that lacked central heat.

Cirro pulled me down a smaller side street, and we continued for several minutes before stopping in front of a small house.

Like many of the others in the city, the walls were made of cob and the roof was clay tiles. It was not a large building at all, and I could tell that originally it was just a single, round room. New rooms had been built onto the sides, just as Cirro had said. From what I could see, two smaller rooms on one side, and another large room on the other, probably doubling the square footage.

Cirro knocked, then shivered and rubbed her hands together. I reached down and took her hands in mine, trying to keep them warm.

Fortunately, when her mother opened the door, that’s what she saw. Me, working to keep her daughter’s hands warm. She took it all in for a split second, then pulled her daughter into the house.

“Cirro! Come in, my love, before you catch your death of cold.” She embraced Cirro, both of them smiling broadly, then pulled her into the house. After that, she stood in the doorway, looking me up and down. “You’re a tall one,” she said. I avoided telling her I was just average height. “Well, come in.” She stepped out of the way and let me enter.

“Thank you, ma’am,” I said, entering their house.

Cirro’s mother had all of her daughter’s beauty, but ripened with age. A few strands of gray decorated her light green hair, and faint wrinkles webbed from the corners of her eyes, but the years had made her no less beautiful. I avoided looking at her figure, but even in her high-necked dress it was clear where Cirro had gotten her curves from. Cirro’s father was a lucky man, indeed.

Next to me, Cirro hung her cloak on a hook near the door, so I removed mine and did the same. Her mother stood nearby, and her father a few feet away.

“Mom, dad, this is Andrew,” Cirro said. “Andrew Jones, from Earth. Andrew, this is my mother, Mia, and my father, Klel.”

“It’s great to meet you both,” I said, smiling at them. I bent down and gave her mother a slightly awkward hug, then crossed the room to shake her father’s hand. Although a foot shorter than me, his hand was heavily calloused and his grip firm.

“He’s got a sword!” a goblin boy exclaimed as he entered the room.

“Hey sis,” a goblin girl said. She was clearly Cirro’s younger sister. The two looked almost identical, other than being ten years apart.

Cirro hugged both of them, then turned them to face me. “Andrew, this is my younger brother, Ezbert, and my little sister, Eschi.”

“An honor to meet you both,” I said, offering them my best bow. Fortunately, Lossia had helped me perfect the movement, so I didn’t look like a complete fool.

“At least he has manners,” Cirro’s mother said. The look she gave me was somewhere between curiosity and stern disapproval. “You two are just in time. I just finished cooking.”

“Lucky for us, we skipped breakfast at the temple,” Cirro said with a smile as she unwound the scarf from her neck.

Her mother saw the emblem of Zozella on the scarf and commented on it. “That’s a good thing,” she said. “You’re a special girl, you need to stay close to her.” She turned to me. “And you as well, young man.”

“She talks to him,” Cirro said.

“Who talks to who?” her mother asked with her eyebrow raised.

“Zozella talks to Andrew,” Cirro said in tones of wonder. “He took me with him when he prayed to her this morning—he prays like a buffoon, by the way—and I heard it myself. She even spoke to me!”

Mia’s face brightened in shock and she covered her open mouth with her hands. “Our Zozella talked to my daughter?” She hurried forwards and embraced Cirro. “I always knew you were special.”

“She only talked to me because I was with Andrew,” Cirro said.

Mia paused and looked at me. “Yes, well,” she trailed off.

“Mother,” Cirro said, putting her hands on her hips. “Andrew is a wonderful man. Both of you should welcome him. We’re getting married, you know.”

“Can I see your sword?” Ezbert asked, hurrying up to me.

“Yeah, but I don’t want you to hold it, since it’s really sharp,” I said. I judged his age to be around ten, so he could probably hold it just fine, but I figured it was best to err on the side of caution. Especially with his parents standing there, frowning at me.

“We understand, honey, it’s all just so strange,” Mia said. Klel grunted in agreement. “And he’s not one of us. He’s a giant from a different world.”

“And he’s a wonderful giant, and he’s my giant and he keeps me safe,” Cirro said, her voice firm.

I drew my sword and said the magic word. Flames immediately sprouted from the blade and licked up its length. Ezbert’s eyes grew so wide I thought they were going to pop out of his head.

“Wow!” he said. “He’s got a magical sword! Is that the one you fought minotaurs with?”

“Surely you’ve heard about all that he’s done for Gillamoor,” Cirro said.

“Yes, it is,” I told Ezbert, although my ears latched onto the other conversation. I spoke the magic word again to extinguish the flames, then sheathed my sword.

“Everyone’s heard about that,” Cirro’s father said. “We just want what’s best for you,” he said.

“Well, let’s all sit down,” Mia said, hurrying off to one of the freshly built additions to the house. It was a kitchen, I realized. “I’ll bring the food out,” she called from that room.

Klel sat at the head of the table, and Cirro sat me right next to him. She took the chair on the other side of me, while her sister sat across the table and her little brother at the foot of the table.

Klel frowned at me, clearly not liking me but trying to be polite. “So, tell me something about yourself, Andrew.”

I took a deep breath. “Well, you already know I’m from a different world. It’s very different from your world, and roughly a thousand years in the future, technologically speaking, so I’ve been able to help a few craftsmen make some things that have helped.”

“Like what?” Klel asked.

“Well,” I began. “Making gas from crude oil, although that was for the Battle of Gillamoor. I brought discipline and better training to all the troops of Brovania.”

“War,” he grumbled. “You brought ways of war to our people. We prefer peace to war, Andrew. I’m sure you know this by now.”

“Yes, and that’s why you’re all going to die out if I don’t do something about it,” I said, getting slightly exasperated. “Vogrim has covered every city and town with poisoned rain, and unless he’s stopped, goblins will all die out in a generation or two. Look, I don’t want to change your way of life; I actually have come to truly love how goblins appreciate the beauty of life. But we have to survive, and that means learning to fight.”

Klel gave me a hard look, but finally nodded. “I don’t like that you’re right. In fact, I hate it. I want my daughter to grow up in times of peace, not war. Is that something you can understand?”

“I absolutely can,” I said. “And I want the same. I want our children to grow up in a world of peace, not worrying about some minotaur or who knows what else threatening us. I’ve even started a trade agreement with the elves, just to try to ease tensions there. Now, before you get mad, yes I know all about the history between the goblins and the elves. I’m just trying to ensure we don’t have to worry about war breaking out.” I laughed suddenly. “Plus, we totally ripped them off. Lossia sold them some casks of wine for more than twenty gold.”

Klel even barked a laugh at that. “No better than what they deserve.”

“I hope you’re hungry,” Mia said, setting a platter in the center of the table. It was a thick cut of meat that had been seared on all sides. I had no idea but the shape reminded me of…tri tip maybe? Root vegetables surrounded it, with entire cloves of roasted garlic mashed on the surface. It smelled wonderful.

“Cirro tells us you’re a big eater,” Klel said, thankfully changing the subject. He pulled out a large carving knife and held it for a moment.

“Zozella blessed me with all this,” I said, slapping my arm. Even through my jacket, the size of my upper arms was apparent. “It takes a lot of food to keep me going.”

“I hope you like dark bread,” Mia said, coming into the room with another platter. This one held a round loaf of dark bread. “I have fresh butter to go with that. Do you drink wine, Andrew?”

“I would love some if you have any,” I said politely.

“The new additions look wonderful,” Cirro said.

“All thanks to you and the money you sent,” Mia said, beaming a smile down at her daughter. She kissed Cirro on the top of her head, then filled a tin cup with wine for her. I held my cup out so she could fill mine as well.

“Yes, it was a lot of work but well worth it,” Klel said, leaning back and glancing at the large kitchen on the left side of the room. “Especially in the warmer months, having the hearth out of the main room helps tremendously. And Ezbert and Eschi have their own room now, instead of sharing the room with us.”

“Ezbert farts in his sleep,” Eschi said.

“Do not!” Ezbert shouted. I laughed.

Mia sat down and smiled at her daughter. I knew that look; she was studying her from head to toe, looking for anything out of place.

Klel took his knife and began carving thick slices from the slab of meat. He set two on my plate, then piled some of those root vegetables alongside them. I took the plate with a word of thanks.

“Any for you, honey?” he asked Cirro.

“Just a bite. I’ll just eat the vegetables please,” Cirro said.

“How have you gained weight, eating like that,” Mia said, shaking her head.

Cirro reached out and took my hand, then squeezed it. “I know you have been expecting this, since I’m one of the Mothers of a New Age. I’m pregnant.”

Mia’s face lit up and she covered her mouth with her hands. “Oh, my baby Cirro!” A tear leaked from the corner of her eye and she hurriedly pushed her chair back, then hurried around to hug her daughter. Cirro laughed as her mother practically strangled her.

“Pregnant and not even married,” Klel said, his look filled with disapproval. “I thought you were an honorable man, Andrew.”

“Funny thing, their agreement actually requires me to get them pregnant before I can marry them,” I said.

“Father, stop being such a grump,” Cirro said.

“I’m your father, it’s my job to put you on a pedestal and insist nothing is good enough for you,” he fired back.

“Do you have any names picked out?” Mia asked, finally releasing her daughter. She rested a hand on the back of my chair.

“Yes,” Cirro said excitedly. “Andrew helped choose them. Magnus if it’s a boy, and Cecilia if it’s a girl.”

“Magnus and Cecilia,” Mia said several times, as if tasting the words. “Such strange sounding names. I’m assuming they’re from your world?”

“Yes ma’am,” I said.

“That’s another thing we should talk about,” Mia said as she walked back to her chair. “You’re not just marrying my daughter.”

Uh oh. Things were about to get awkward.

“That is correct,” I said, picking up a knife and fork. “I’m marrying four women, including Cirro.”

Both of Cirro’s parents turned disproving glares to her.

“Look, I know it’s strange but we live in strange times!” Cirro said. “Besides, mother, you know I’ve never even had a boyfriend before. I’ve always preferred girls.”

“So, is my daughter just not good enough to be your only wife?” Klel asked, stabbing his steak with the large knife.

“Stop it, father,” Cirro said. “As he said, this was part of the agreement for him saving our people.” She reached out and took my hand, then continued. “Besides, all of us fell in love. You would like them all so much.”

“Who are they again?” Mia asked, delicately taking a tiny bite of steak.

“The Mothers of a New Age, you remember?” Cirro asked. “Plus Anna. She’s a teacher. She’s so smart and loving. You would really like her. And then there’s Thilli—General Cromar’s daughter—and Lossia. I really love Lossia. She’s so beautiful and has such a big heart and loves me back.”

Mia stared at her daughter flatly. “Lossia? Did that name just become more popular or—”

“Mother, have you forgotten?” Cirro asked. “It’s Princess Lossia. She’s one of the Mothers. Anyways, we’re in love, very much so.”

“So you’re marrying all of these women?” Klel asked me.

“Actually, we’re all marrying each other,” Cirro replied.

“My daughter is going to be married to a princess?” Mia asked, her eyes widening again.

“Does that mean I’m going to be a princess as well?” Eschi asked. “Or at least a lady?”

“I want to be a prince,” Ezbert said, bouncing in his chair.

“Prince of Farts, maybe,” Eschi said.

“You two stop it,” Mia said, cutting them off. “Eat your food, your father works very hard for this. What does this all mean, Cirro?”

Cirro shrugged, but finally let me have my hand back. “These are new times. Whatever happens, we’ll be very well taken care of. We’re building a huge house in Gillamoor, in Temple Gardens, one of the nicest neighborhoods. I can’t wait until it’s done so you can see it! Plus, Andrew and Thilli found a cache of treasure down in the Drowned Lands—”

“Woah!” Ezbert called out. “You went to the Drowned Lands?”

“The Drowned Lands?” Klel asked, looking at me.

“Well, go ahead,” Cirro said. “Tell them.”

I took a deep breath. Really, I just wanted to eat my steak. “Okay, so where to start. In order to defeat Vogrim, I need two very powerful magical items. One of them was in the Drowned Lands. So I went down there with Ulenor, Nerras, and Thilli, and got it.”

“You just got it from the Drowned Lands?” Mia asked in a flat voice.

“He’s being modest,” Cirro said. “He fought a plague beast, some giant monster that was the entire reason the Drowned Lands turned into that cursed place. He almost died, but he won. And now he’s going to head north to fight another monster, something called a mindeater, to get a magical sword.”

“Another magical sword?” Ezbert asked. “Can I have your sword since you’re going to get another one?”

“He still needs it, stupid,” Eschi snapped at her brother.

“And the orcs,” I grumbled. “Can’t forget about them.”

Mia put her fingers on her temples. “I feel like my head is going to explode just trying to keep track of all this. Where do the orcs fit in?”

“He’s going to go talk to the orcs and convince them to leave us alone,” Cirro said, her voice filled with pride. She beamed a smile at me. “He’ll handle them just like he did the elves. My Andrew always comes out on top.”

“Orcs?” Klel asked, as if seeing me in a new light.

I nodded. “Yes sir. They’ve been a problem for far too long. Plus, I want them to supply Holmar with steel.”

“And you have a plan to convince them of this?” Klel asked.

I nodded. When he didn’t say anything, I grabbed my fork and knife and finally took a bite of my steak. “Oh, this is tender,” I said, taking another bite.

“Glad you like it,” Klel said.

Fortunately, the conversations turned to lighter topics after that and they let me eat. Mia tried to ask me what kind of music and art I liked, while Klel asked me about my world and things I was trying to bring over. I told him about my ideas for wagons and he nodded appreciatively.

“Wagons are terrible, to be honest. Anything that can soften the ride of one of those has my blessing.” He stuffed a forkful of meat into his mouth. “Got any ideas for heat? It gets mighty cold here.”

I looked around the house. Like every other place, a fireplace provided the heat. While charming, fireplaces weren’t the most efficient.

“Yeah,” I said. “Run pipes through your floor, from end to end, back and forth until you’ve got good coverage. Then pump hot water through them.”

“A heated floor?” he asked in tones of mild wonder.

“My feet like the idea already,” Mia said, biting into a vegetable.

“I do it sometimes back in Gillamoor,” I said. “Use magic to heat the floor a bit. I just have to be careful not to crack the stone, although to be honest I’m not sure what it would take to do that.”

Klel finished the last of his food and held out his hand to me. “Mind if I see that sword of yours?”

“As long as you don’t use it on me,” I said with a laugh, then pulled it from its scabbard. The look on his face said he hadn’t decided on that one yet.

Klel ran his thumb across the edge and his frown deepened. “This is no good. And you’ll be using the sword up north against something called a mindeater?” I nodded. “And with the orcs?”

“Hopefully I won’t have to use it against any orcs,” I said. “I’m hoping that diplomacy will work there.”

“Orcs diplomatize with their fists,” he said. “Hand me your dagger as well. I’d like to fix the edge on these.”

I pulled my dagger from its sheath and handed it to Klel. Without further word, he stood and went into the kitchen, where he clamped my sword into some contraption that allowed him to draw a sharpening stone across the entire length of the blade at a precise angle.

Cirro reached over and squeezed my hand. I smiled back at her.

“How’s the bread?” Mia asked.

“Fantastic,” I said, taking a bite from my third slice with a liberal coating of butter. “I feel like you’re trying to fatten me up.”

“Well, if you’re going to deal with the orcs, you’ll need to eat plenty,” she said. “Have some more, please. Do you want dessert? I made some snowberry tarts.”

“I would love some,” I said. Honestly, if she set a plate of mud in front of me I’d take a bite. I just wanted Cirro’s parents to like me.

“Okay, hold on. Ezbert, finish your food, or no dessert!” she said, pointing a finger at the young goblin boy.

“No fair!” Ezbert shouted.

“I have to eat a lot so I have energy to swing my sword,” I said to him, punctuating my sentence by taking a large bite of dark bread. “Gotta eat a lot to be a prince, you know.”

Ezbert stared at me for a moment, then began wolfing down his food. Cirro laughed.

Mia returned a moment later with a handful of small tarts on a clay platter. Each one was topped with a bit of freshly whipped cream and drizzled honey over small berries that looked like blueberries but vibrantly purple. She set one in front of me, one in front of Cirro, then scrutinized Ezbert’s plate with a stern look.

“I ate it all!” he exclaimed.

“I still see a radish,” Mia said, giving him that frown that mothers did so well.

Ezbert hurriedly grabbed the root vegetable with his fingers and crammed it in his mouth, chewed once, and swallowed.

“Good boy,” Mia said, then set a tart in front of him. Eschi got one as well. “Honey, do you want one?”

“Probably not. I’ve been getting a little soft around the midsection,” he replied, still sharpening my sword.

“Klel!” Mia snapped. “If you’re gaining too much weight, it’s because you just ate half a cow by yourself. Now get in here and eat my tart!”

I glanced at Cirro and we both stifled a laugh.

Klel sighed. “Okay, just a moment.”

Mia nodded to herself, then set a tart on her husband’s plate. Lastly, she sat down and cut into hers with a fork. I took that as a cue that it was okay to eat, so I took a bite of mine.

I wasn’t expecting it to be bad, but in this day and age I had grown accustomed to a slight bit of blandness. When salt was a luxury item, food often took on a certain taste.

But this? This was incredible. The whipped cream had been sweetened, and the drizzled honey on top was an added bonus. The berries were sweet, but had a slight tartness to them that gave the dessert a bit more depth.

“As good as ever, mom,” Cirro said.

“You just make sure you keep my daughter well-fed,” Mia said to me, waving her fork in a threatening manner.

“Don’t worry, mother,” Cirro said. “He fills me up daily. I’m in good hands.”

“Good,” Mia said. Cirro flashed me a grin.

“Alright, that’s the best I can do in this amount of time,” Klel grumbled from the kitchen after a few minutes. He removed my dagger from his clamping device—he had switched from my sword to the dagger during dessert, apparently—and brought them both to me.

“Here,” he said, handing my sword back to me, hilt-first. “You can shave the hair from a fly’s ass with it now.”

“Klel, language!” Mia snapped.

“Sorry, love,” he said. “The dagger as well,” he said as he handed me the dagger.

I slid the sword into its scabbard, then sheathed the dagger. “Thank you, Klel. I really appreciate that.” I reached out and shook the man’s hand.

“You’re welcome,” he grunted. “If you’re going to be my son-in-law, I suppose I can at least help you stay alive. And if you’re going to be dealing with the orcs, you’ll definitely need a sharp blade. Just make sure your wits are even sharper.”

“Good advice,” I said with a smile.

Once we finished eating, we stayed there, talking and laughing. I tried to think of some funny stories from when I was in the army, and they all got a chuckle out of the absurdity of them. Mia told several embarrassing stories about Cirro as a child. She apparently was rather wild when she was young, which surprised me none.

“Well, now she’s going to be part of a big, loving family. And perhaps one day, royalty. A lady, or dame, or something,” I said.

“Imagine that,” Klel said, leaning back in his chair.

Cirro gave a shy smile. “I actually spoke with Lossia shortly before we left about this. Since I’m marrying her, I’ll be the Lady Cirro.”

Klel whistled between his teeth. “Well, isn’t that something? The Lady Cirro.” He chuckled. “Never thought my little wild girl would become royalty one day.”

I looked over at Cirro and smiled. “Well, she’s the queen of my world, so there’s that.”
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After a round of hugs and goodbyes, Cirro walked me outside. She was smiling ear-to-ear and threw her arms around me the moment we closed the door behind us.

“I told you they’d like you!” she said.

“Like me? For a second I thought your dad was going to filet me with that knife of his. And your mother certainly gave me her share of disapproving stares.”

Cirro shook her head. “They’re just being parents. My father sharpened your sword, Andrew. That’s a big thing for him, he wouldn’t have done that if he didn’t like you. And my mother made dessert! Oh, it’s been so long since I’ve had her snowberry tarts.”

“They were certainly good,” I said, shaking my head. “If this is how your parents show they like me, I’d hate to see how they act towards people they blatantly dislike.”

“Oh, stop,” Cirro said, slapping my arm. “A lot of big changes have happened, and they’re adjusting. They’ll be treating you like a son the next time they see you, just wait and see.”

“Well, that was certainly a good way to start the day,” I said, patting my stomach. “I’m stuffed. I’ll need that from what I understand about Var Akresh.”

Cirro frowned. “Yeah, if you ride a horse in there, they’ll just kill you and steal it. Leaving so soon?”

I nodded. “Yeah, the sooner the better. I need to get it done so I can head north and get Eldrick’s sword.”

Cirro stepped closer and wrapped her arms around me. “I love you, Andrew. Thank you for meeting my family.”

“Of course,” I said. “Thanks for introducing them! I suppose I just need to meet the rest of Anna’s family now. And Thilli’s.”

Cirro laughed against my chest. “At least by the time you meet Thilli’s parents, you’ll be well-practiced in it.”

“You think they’ll be that bad?” I asked.

“Thilli has told me a few things about her family and how she grew up. Her father was very, very strict. Maybe wait until after you kill Vogrim to meet him.” She chuckled. “Heading back to the temple first?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m packed and ready, I just need Nerras to give me a ride.”

Cirro squeezed me tightly. “Be careful over there, okay? Orcs are jerks.”

I kissed the top of her head. “I will, I promise.”

After that, I left and walked back to the temple. The wind chilled me to the bone, so I stuffed my hands in my armpits and tried to hurry. Of course, being new to Holmar, I got lost almost immediately. Fortunately goblins were friendly folk, and were glad to offer me directions.

When I arrived at the temple, I hurried up the stairs and went straight to my room. I had almost everything I needed on my person, so I slipped on my armor and grabbed my coin purse—although I left most of my money in the room, leaving only two gems and a few coins inside the purse itself—and a water skin.

Then, I knocked on Nerras’s door. He answered a few minutes later with a book in his hand, his finger marking his place.

“Hey, you ready?” he asked, eyeing my armor and sword.

“Let’s do it,” I said.

Together, we left the temple and circled around to the stables. A tossed coin got our wagon and horses ready in no time.

“So, I finally get to experience this new and improved wagon,” Nerras said as he climbed into the driver’s seat.

“You’re gonna love it,” I told him, climbing onto the other side.

Nerras flicked the reins and we were off. As we were heading towards the west, I got to see more of the city. I was initially excited, but there wasn’t much to see. Holmar reminded me of California in many ways; somewhat desertlike but with scraggly trees here and there. The buildings were the same; mostly round and made of stone or cob.

We passed by a neighborhood that Nerras said was in an older part of town. There, the houses were notably larger, and many in a more traditional square shape.

The roads in Holmar were very well maintained; even though they were paved with stones, it was a smooth ride. Of course, the new rubber suspension helped a lot. Nerras finally commented on it.

“This is the smoothest ride I’ve ever felt on a wagon,” he said as we approached the western gate. “Wagons are horrible, man. They’ll rattle your fucking teeth out. This one is okay. Not perfect, but this is better than any other wagon I’ve been on. And you say you’re working on a better design?”

“Yeah,” I said. A long row of archers walked along the battlements atop the wall. Several of them pointed at me and called out greetings. They hadn’t met me yet, but they recognized the human that had written their new regulations. I even received several salutes, which I returned.

I tried my best to explain my wagon-car design to Nerras as we exited the inner city. Powered by the elven magical engines and with proper front steering as well as a better suspension design. With no need for horses, the front seat would be pushed back to make room for the steering assembly, similar to where the seats were located in a modern car. The back would be available for hauling cargo, so I suppose it would be a bit like a truck.

That was impressive enough, but then I did my best to explain to Nerras how we could shape the front for better aerodynamics, and also provide a hard roof in case of inclement weather. Those body panels could even be made from thin steel to provide protection from enemy arrows.

“And I could stand in the back with a huge ballista mounted on a swivel,” Nerras said as if reading my mind. “I think that’s a great idea. You should figure out how to make those magical engines yourself so you don’t depend on the elves for them.”

He was right. “Elidyr brought a book that described how to do it. Ulenor should be able to do it once we get back home. He helped me enchant both my sword and armor, so I know he’s at least familiar with the process. With some proper instruction, it’ll probably be easy for him. I’ll make sure to ask him next time I see him.”

“The less you depend on anyone else, the better,” Nerras said. “I know you’re using them—and hopefully the orcs—to develop some new technologies, but if we can make everything within Brovania it’ll be safer. More reliable, less chances of problems arising when the elves get all haughty and don’t want to deliver.”

“True,” I said. “But if they rely on us to make parts, then they won’t screw us over or they’ll lose out.”

Nerras grunted.

Another wall loomed in the distance. It was a bit shorter than the one around the city proper, perhaps only fifteen feet tall, but stretched as far as I could see to each side.

“How many walls does this place have?” I muttered.

“Apparently not enough, since they still have problems,” Nerras quipped.

The road led to a tall gate in the wall. Only one of the doors stood open, but it was enough for us to pass through with ease. Once again, several archers waved and saluted me as we exited.

“So, you really think you can handle these orcs?” Nerras asked when we had been traveling for twenty minutes.

“I think so,” I said confidently. “I just need to find the right angle, and they’ll work with me. If I tell them I’ll put their enslaved brethren out of their misery and kill Vogrim so he can’t conquer any more of them, that should help win them over. And then if I emphasize that giving us steel will ultimately result in both of us having more money. Or gold, or rocks, or whatever the fuck orcs value.”

Nerras laughed. “Water, steel, and strength. That’s what orcs value.”

I looked down at my water skin. “Well, hopefully this doesn’t get me killed, then.”

Nerras looked at it and pursed his lips. “Hmm. You should be fine.”

It took me a moment to realize he didn’t mean the comment as sarcasm.

An hour later we approached the shores of a broad river. Foot traffic and hoof prints were all around, even on the goblin side, although most of the activity was across the water.

A dozen orc women carrying large clay jugs stared at me as I climbed down from the wagon. They were frighteningly muscular, just as much as their male counterparts, with black hair that seemed to only grow on the tops of their heads, then fell down their backs like a waterfall.

“Hey,” Nerras said, reaching down and offering me his hand. “Stay safe over there, okay?”

“I’ll do my best,” I said, shaking his hand.

“When should I pick you up?” he asked.

I thought for a moment. It was already midday. I didn’t plan on being there long, but getting admitted to see the chief was going to take a bit.

“Two days,” I said. “Possibly three. I don’t know, to be honest. I’ll just walk back, and when I get to that first wall I’ll have someone send for you.”

“Sounds good,” Nerras said. “See you in a few days, then.” Nerras tipped his head, then slapped the reins and slowly rode away.

I watched him ride away for a moment, then turned my attention back to the river. A small bridge crossed the river just downstream from where I stood, so I set off in that direction.

The orc women watching me set their clay pots down when I set foot on the bridge. From my first step I questioned my decision to do so, not so much from their looks but from the bridge itself. The simple rope bridge had short wooden planks on the bottom, but water and sun had rotted most of them. I tried my best to keep my feet on the rope itself, so I probably looked a bit silly crossing.

As soon as I stepped onto the orc soil, I set my hand on my sword hilt and gave everyone around me a hard look.

“Which way to Var Akresh?” I called out.

Two of the women pointed further west. I figured as much, but I had been hoping for better directions.

“No use wasting any time,” I muttered to myself, and set off.

A steady stream of women and a few men—smaller ones, I noticed, as well as a few of other races that I didn’t recognize—carried jugs of water across the hard, sun-baked dirt ground. I figured they would likely be heading to the city, so I decided to follow them. I was a fast walker, so I found myself passing many of them.

“Hey there,” I said to a tall orc woman as I caught up with her.

Her dark eyes snapped to me and her brow furrowed in suspicion. Perhaps my standards of beauty were different now that I was marrying goblin girls, but I found her oddly attractive. Her face was strong, yet still feminine; her jaw wasn’t overly broad like the orc men, and while her nose was a bit wide and flat, it fit her face perfectly.

I enjoyed women with some muscle on their frames, and she definitely fit that description. She wore worker’s clothes beneath her cloak, but her sleeves were rolled up to her elbows, showing the muscle on her forearms. The front of her blouse was also unlaced, giving me a splendid view of her surprisingly large breasts. Even her black hair, which reminded me of a long mohawk brushed back, somehow made her exotic instead of savage.

“Who are you?” she asked, looking me up and down.

“Me? My name is Andrew,” I told her. “Look, I’m going to level with you. I’m here from the goblin people, and I want to build peace between our two nations. Think you could help me?”

“Why would I help you?” she asked. “What are you, even?”

“I’m a human,” I explained. “I came from a faraway land, a different world, through a magical portal. What’s your name?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Smirna,” she said.

“It’s nice to meet you, Smirna,” I said, trying my best to be friendly. “And you should help me because peace benefits both of our people.”

“Peace is for the weak,” she said gruffly.

“And what about carrying water?” I asked, looking behind us. “Whose task is that?”

She was silent for a moment. “Women and slaves bring water for the men. But, the men are warriors. They need it.”

“Well, if they’re so big and strong, they should be able to get their own water, right?” I said.

She gave me a sidelong glance.

“What if I told you I could create something that would bring water right into your city,” I said. “So, no more toiling out in the sun and cold and wind, bringing water for a bunch of lazy assholes.”

“We are important this way,” Smirna said. “This gives us value. The water bearers are the bedrock upon which our city has been built.” The words had the sound of a mantra, a line of bullshit that had been fed to everyone over and over.

“Is that what they tell you?” I asked. “Listen to me, Smirna. I’m not hugely familiar with your people, but I can tell that you’re pretty. Very pretty, in fact. And look at the strength in your body! You should be doing something more important with your life instead of hauling water for others.”

Her cheeks darkened at my compliments. “If I am strong enough, one of those warriors might try to conquer me and make me his wife. It would be a great honor for me if a strong warrior chose me.”

There was a lot in that sentence that I didn’t want to dissect. So, I went in another direction.

“I think you’re worth more than that. You can be more than just someone’s wife. What if I made a deal with you?”

Her eyes narrowed again. “Why would I bargain with a pink-skinned man I just met? You have no tusks. Can you even fight?”

I ignored her comments. “What if I created a method for obtaining water right in the middle of the city, and then told your leaders you helped me?”

She shook her head. “They would probably think I was trying to avoid my duties.”

“It sounds like your city is run by a bunch of major assholes,” I said. “You seriously wouldn’t rather be doing other things?”

“Well, of course I’d rather be doing anything else!” she said. “I would love to be raising my children, or taking them hunting, or teaching them to fight with a spear. But this is what orc women do. It’s pointless to fight against it.”

I frowned. “I really don’t like guys that mistreat women and try to push them down. If they were around here, I’d tell them to their faces what pieces of shit they were.”

She suddenly grinned at me. Yes, she was quite pretty when she wasn’t frowning.

“Well, here’s your opportunity,” she said, nodding in front of her. “Let’s see if you have the backbone to go with that sharp tongue of yours.”

I turned and saw three orcs on horseback charging towards us.
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As they came closer, Smirna set her clay jug of water on the ground and knelt behind it. I took three more steps before I realized she wasn’t next to me. Several other orcs within visible range saw what was going to happen and ran hard for the nearby city.

The orc riders didn’t slow down as they approached. Instead, one of them shouted something that sounded like a curse and pulled a large axe from a harness on the back of his saddle. It was a ridiculous thing, with a half-moon blade that looked like an executioner’s axe. The orc next to him pulled out a short bow and nocked an arrow without slowing. They would be on me in seconds.

“Ah, shit,” I said, drawing my sword. It looked like my foray into the orc wastes was off to a bad start.

“Maybe if you survive, I’ll help you,” Smirna said. She sounded like she was struggling not to laugh.

“Well, in that case,” I said. I uttered the magic command and the blade of my sword burst into flame.

At that moment, the orc archer sent an arrow flying at me. I had chosen to not wear a helmet, as I wanted to be able to see and hear freely in these strange lands, plus I wanted them to be able to see that I was a different race. While that was a serious gamble, the orc was also firing from horseback. In that situation, he would aim for the center of my torso, the largest and easiest target.

With that in mind, I smiled as his arrow struck me in the chest. To his credit, it was an excellent shot. However, my armor was magically enchanted and practically indestructible. His arrow struck one of the hardened leather plates and snapped in two. He cursed and spun his horse around in a circle, giving him more time to grab another arrow. Behind me, Smirna gasped loudly.

I didn’t want to give these guys too much of an opportunity to harm me, so I went on the offensive immediately. The orc with the axe raised it high over his head, and I drew heavily on my magical well and altered the gravitational pull on him. He suddenly fell from the saddle and crashed onto the ground, then slid ten feet to one side.

That left the third orc, who reined in his horse and leaped from the saddle before the horse had even stopped. His tusked, scowling face was quite terrifying to behold as he stalked towards me, one heavy boot in front of the other. Murder was in his eyes as he drew a thick-bladed sword that looked like an overgrown machete. It was a weapon for chopping through things and little else. Judging by the diameter of his arms, he had more than enough strength to slice through me in a single blow. While I was pretty good with a sword, I was definitely not confident I could win against this guy.

So, I pulled more magic into myself and set him on fire. Perhaps it was a cruel thing to do to a man, but these guys clearly wanted to kill me so I felt no guilt. I took flames from my sword and sent them straight towards that orc’s face in a powerful gout, melting his flesh like candle wax. He screamed and fell to the ground, clutching his face and trying to slap out the fire.

The archer, seeing this, kept his distance as he nocked another arrow. I sent out my magical tendrils without even knowing what I was going to do. Sometimes these things just came automatically, the magic almost having a mind of its own. My magical tendrils went into his bow and I forced the wood to change shape, twisting and turning until it wrapped around his wrists and bound them tightly together.

He shouted in surprise and kicked at his horse, forcing it to turn away with his legs. Right as he dug his heels in, I sent a powerful gust of wind to knock him from his saddle. He crashed into the hard ground in a heap.

The first orc, the one with the axe, had clambered to his feet and now charged me, roaring his fury in a loud, strong voice. In all honesty, I should have been terrified. Instead, I held out a hand and sent fire into his body, boiling the blood inside his veins. He shrieked in agony for a few seconds, then fell to the ground dead as his brain was cooked like a thanksgiving turkey.

“You are a wizard! A sorcerer!” Smirna said, sounding terrified.

I turned to look at her. She watched me, wide-eyed, and backed away slowly.

“I’m not here to hurt you,” I said. “These guys tried to kill me, so they get to see my bad side. Trust me, I’d much rather keep things peaceful.”

“Behind you,” she whispered, her lips barely moving.

The orc archer had scrambled to his feet and charged me, his heavy boots surprisingly quiet on the hard ground. I turned just in time and brought my sword up, swinging it clumsily like a baseball bat instead of with the skill I had learned. His arms were still bound by the wood of the bow, which wrapped snakelike around each wrist.

My sword hacked straight through one of his arms and bit deeply into his thick chest, ignoring his heavy winter clothing like it wasn’t even there. He screamed frantically in pain as his right arm fell to the ground. I brought my sword back around and thrust forwards, running him straight through the heart. He gasped loudly and dropped to the dirt, whimpering and choking as he died.

I said the command to extinguish the flames on my sword, then sheathed it. Fortunately, the flames burned every bit of dried blood off, keeping it clean. Smirna still watched me with open terror on her face, but I approached her and held out a hand.

“What are you?” she whispered. Cautiously, she slid her callused hand in mine.

“I’m the man that’s going to kill Vogrim and free the world from him,” I said, pulling her to her feet.

Smirna sighed. “And you want to talk with our High Chieftain about peace between our nations?”

“I do,” I said. “I believe very strongly in peace. Um, please ignore the bodies behind me.”

“You need to understand our people,” she said. “Strength is everything to our men. Our warriors. If they attacked you and you defeated them, they will respect that. Take their scalps and throw them at our chief’s feet if you want to prove yourself strong enough to have a voice.” She shrugged. “Although there’s a chance he’ll simply challenge you to a duel.”

Well, that sounded ominous.

“Scalps, eh?” I asked, looking over at the bodies. My stomach churned at the very thought, but deep down I knew she was right. If the orcs only respected strength and savagery, I had to show them I was just as capable as they.

“More will arrive soon,” Smirna said. “Some water bearers saw this and ran. We can run for long distances, even carrying these heavy jugs. You should prepare yourself.”

I pulled my dagger and stepped up to the nearest corpse, looking down. I stood there for a moment, wondering how to continue. My stomach threatened to empty itself of that wonderful brunch I had enjoyed at Cirro’s parents’ house.

“Just grab them by the hair and slice,” Smirna said in a casual tone, like she was describing the weather.

“Just slice,” I muttered as I stood over the dead man.

I reached down and grabbed a handful of hair, then twisted it around into a single tail. At least it wasn’t greasy. Taking a deep breath to steel my nerves, I placed the edge of my dagger on top of his head, swallowed my rising gorge, and sliced into his head like I was peeling a potato. The razor edge Klel had put on my dagger worked like a charm and the blade slid along his skull, removing a three-inch wide strip of scalp all the way to the base of his skull. I cut that so I wouldn’t remove half of his neck as well and then stood there, scalp hanging from my hand like a piece of roadkill. Several drops of blood fell to the dry ground.

“Not bad,” Smirna said. “Try to get more of the scalp on there if you can. But that will do.”

I threw the scalp on the ground and stepped over to the next man, the one I had burned. His entire face was a melted and charred mass, blackened and still smoking. The smell of burned meat and hair were overpowering, but I held my breath and grabbed onto his hair in the same manner. My dagger made short work of his scalp. I had no desire to try to get a wider strip of skin, I just wanted it to be done as quickly as possible.

“Only one more,” Smirna said as she hefted the clay jug from the ground and set it on her shoulder. She seemed to be enjoying my difficulties scalping these men.

She followed me as I walked to the final man, the one with the axe. His skin was gray and bloated, like an overcooked sausage. That had the benefit of making him much easier to scalp, although I came close to vomiting. I scored lines along his hairline with my dagger, then slid the blade beneath while pulling on his hair. I approached it methodically, and tried not to think about what I was actually doing.

“Nice job!” Smirna said as I pulled the orc’s entire scalp away in one piece. It smelled like roasted pork.

I wiped my dagger clean on the orc’s clothes, then pushed it back into its sheath. Scalp in hand, I walked over and picked up the other two, then awkwardly held them off to my left side.

“So you said I should throw these at the feet of your High Chieftain?” I asked.

Smirna nodded. “Tell him ‘this is what happened to the warriors that tested me.’ He will see that you bested them in battle.” She shrugged. “I wouldn’t mention that you used magic. Magic isn’t respected very much in our society, although it is feared.”

“Well, the sooner I get these things out of my hand, the better,” I said.

“So, you’ve really never scalped a man after a battle before?” she asked.

“Of course not,” I said.

“Have you ever been in battle?”

I laughed. “I’ve been in fights that would turn your hair white. Where I come from, we don’t mess with the dead like that. It’s enough that we killed them and won the fight.”

She shook her head. “Your world sounds like a strange place.”

After that, I did my best to explain the basic concept of a well to her while we continued walking. She warmed up quite a bit to me, and even smiled a few more times. She really was quite striking, as long as you were okay with tusks and the fact that she approved of scalping people. I briefly wondered what my life would have been like if the orcs had summoned me to breed with their women and defeat Vogrim instead of the goblins. I’d probably have quite a few more scars, that much was certain.

Smirna suddenly frowned and pointed in front of us. “Have those scalps ready. Looks like you might need them.” She took a step away from me.

Ahead on the horizon, a large group of riders sped towards us. It took a moment for me to be able to count them. It looked like a full two dozen, each waving one of those huge machete-swords over their heads.

Next to me, Smirna knelt on the ground and placed her water jug in front of her. I couldn’t help but take a peek in the front of her shirt. She caught me looking and laughed. She reached up and grabbed onto her shirt and pulled it open for a split second, giving me a view of her large, round breasts.

“Get your fill,” she said. “They might be the last tits you ever see.”

I turned back to the riders, who were much closer now. Pulling deeply on my magical well, I prepared an attack that would blast them all backwards and hopefully give me enough time to start picking them off. Fortunately, I didn’t need it.

They slowed as they came close. One rider, a thickly built orc wearing a battered breastplate, leaped down from his horse and stomped towards me.

“Who are you, coming onto our land?” he demanded. “If you’re ready to join the rest of our slaves, you came to the right place, pigskin.”

I threw the scalps on the ground in front of him and met his gaze. It wasn’t easy; the guy stood half a foot taller than me and looked like he murdered people for a hobby.

“That’s what happened to the last orcs that spoke to me that way,” I said calmly. I pulled magic into myself and prepared a fire spell. “I’m here to speak to your High Chieftain. If you’re not him, then I suggest you either take me to him or get the fuck out of my way.” I spat on the ground for good measure.

He looked me up and down for a moment, then turned to the rest of the orcs behind him. “What do you think, boys?”

They all laughed, and when he turned back to me he was laughing at me as well. He crossed thick arms across his chest.

“You want to talk to the High Chieftain?” he asked, his voice filled with mockery and doubt. “You really think he’ll want to talk to a walking pig? Sure, come right along. You can even have my horse,” he said, stepping aside and waving me along.

I moved forwards and gave him a warning glare as I passed. “If you even think of trying anything, I’ll add your scalp to that pile,” I said. He laughed again.

Movement flashed on my left and I turned my head just in time. I cast my hand out and sent a wall of fire at the ten men and their horses standing there, engulfing them completely, but not before one of them sent a stone at my head with a sling.

I blacked out and crashed onto the ground.
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When I woke, I found myself draped across the back of a horse with my wrists bound behind my back. Blood stained the horse’s croup and ran down its rump, ostensibly from my head. Pain radiated from the side of my skull, just behind my temple. An inch difference and I might have been killed. As is, I had a headache the size of Nebraska and twice as ugly.

“Stampede,” one of the orcs called out. “Pigman’s awake.”

“Nice of you to join us,” the orc leader’s voice called out from my right.

It took me a second to realize that his horse was the one I was tied to. He reached back and slapped me on the back, and not gently. Pain exploded from my head and I shut my eyes against the light. My skull might have been cracked. Wouldn’t surprise me, coming from an attack like that.

I also felt the unmistakable pressure of my sword against my side. For whatever reason, they hadn’t disarmed me. Probably something to do with their strange code of honor. Or maybe because they realized that leaving it on me meant the hilt jabbed into my side painfully with each step the horse took.

I pulled a bit of magic into myself and felt into my head with my magical tendrils. With the pain of my injury, I was barely able to keep my grip on the tiny amount of magic I wielded, but it would be enough. Sure enough, the side of my head was cracked. Not only that, but blood was beginning to pool around my brain. I’d probably die from this wound without some magical healing. So I did my best to repair the damage to my head, going as carefully as possible. My skull healed and the deep gash on my scalp closed up.

At that moment, the orc slapped me on the back again, hard enough to drive the breath from my lungs.

“That was something you did back there, you know that, pigman? You killed ten of my men. The other two were hurt so badly we had to put them out of their misery. Normally, I could respect something like that. As is, I think you need to be punished. But don’t worry, I’ll give you an opportunity to defend yourself. Maybe.” He laughed again, and the orcs next to him joined in.

“Put him in the pit, Stampede!” one of the other warriors yelled. I realized that was the orc leader’s name. Stampede. What a fucking joke.

I tensed my midsection and stoically dealt with being lashed to the back of Stampede’s horse. I bounced on the back of that damn animal for the better part of an hour before we slowed down and finally entered the city.

It was hard to see much, as I was tossed over the horse’s ass like a sack of potatoes. But I craned my head around and saw buildings surprisingly similar to the goblin houses in Holmar. Most of the buildings were made from cob, a few with stone, and many of them round. Of course, round was the easiest shape to make so that made sense when I thought about it for a moment. Each orc home had a small porch out front, like a veranda, with a rounded wall surrounding half of it. I saw a few orc men seated on wooden chairs, glaring at me as I passed by. Did all orc men just constantly look like they had drank sour milk?

“Open the gate,” Stampede shouted. That seemed to just be how he talked.

We passed through gates and I turned my head to the left. Behind the remaining orcs, Smirna stood there. I found it odd that she had followed us, but the orc men had probably kept her close so they could question her. She caught my eye and waved. I grinned and winked at her, just to make sure she knew I wasn’t out of the fight.

From what I could tell, we were in some form of military compound. The hard ground was worn from countless boots, and I passed by a number of square buildings; a smith, a fletcher, and something that looked like barracks. Orc warriors drilled with spears, ramming them into bundles of straw, and I saw a few of them with those massive swords lopping targets in half.

“Alright, pig,” Stampede said as he dismounted. He made sure that when he swung his boot over the back of the saddle, he caught me in the side of the head. Stars exploded in my vision, but I kept my mouth shut and pretended like I hadn’t even felt it.

Stampede reached up and untied me, then pushed me from his horse. It was clear he wanted me to hit the ground, the harder the better, but I landed on my feet and shook the stiffness from my arms. His eyes narrowed.

“Alright, so what’s next?” I asked. “I’m assuming you’re taking me to see your High Chieftain now?”

Stampede laughed. “You aren’t seeing the High Chieftain, pig. You’re staying right here with me for the rest of your life, although that will only be a few hours.”

I sighed and crossed my arms. “We already went over this, Stampede. If you aren’t taking me to see him, then I’m just going to kill you and everyone else in my way.”

Stampede laughed, loud and long. “And what makes you think you can kill me, little pig?” he asked. “Your magic? I’ll have a man smash a rock into your head again if you even think of casting any witchery. It’s hard to use magic when your brains are on the ground.”

He had a point. I had to approach this cautiously, although I already knew there was no way I was going to escape without using magic.

“Why should I even let you talk to High Chieftain Krugg?” he asked.

I took a deep breath and hoped he would listen to reason. “Vogrim has captured a number of your people and forced them to serve him as slaves.”

As soon as those words came out of my mouth, every face within earshot grew hard. Hands went to sword hilts and teeth were bared.

“I plan on killing Vogrim,” I continued, speaking loudly enough for everyone to hear. “Your people deserve better than being his slaves. I would put them out of their misery and end their shame. You wouldn’t have to worry about Vogrim stealing any more of your people away.”

Several orcs grunted after hearing my words. For better or worse, I had struck a nerve. Some of them looked like they agreed with what I said, but still wanted to kill me simply for having spoken those words aloud. I decided to press my luck and keep talking.

“I also bring the gift of water,” I said. “You speak ill of my magic, but I can use it to create a well in your city, so that you can draw water from it instead of constantly sending people to the river.”

“The water bearers are the backbone of our society,” Stampede said, crossing his arms. “The women prove their strength that way. The strongest are conquered and taken as wives.”

“So what, you marry her and then she spends all day fetching water for you?” I asked, throwing my hands in the air. “How does that make any sense? I got a good look at Smirna back there, and if she were my wife I’d do everything possible to stay home and fuck her all day. Maybe you can’t understand that because you’re dickless, but that whole water bearer nonsense is a crock of shit.”

Stampede’s eyebrows drew down. “I think you’ve talked enough, pig.”

He took a step closer to me. He was built like one of those strongmen, the guys that bench pressed refrigerators and squatted cars and stuff. My heart pounded in my chest, but I met his gaze unflinchingly.

“You killed three of my men,” he said. “You have to die. I think being burned at the stake is the standard punishment for witches, but I want to see you drawn and quartered.”

“So, you’re sentencing me to death?” I asked. “The man that passes the sentence should swing the sword. Unless you lack courage.”

And there it was. I could mock him all day and he would laugh, simply because he knew he could break me in half. But once I attacked his courage, the look on his face changed. It was subtle, but at that moment I knew if he ever got his hands on me, I would die in a world of pain.

“I challenge you to a duel,” I said, loudly enough that every orc within a hundred feet could hear. “No weapons, only fists. You win, you can punish me however you want. I win, you take me to see the High Chieftain.”

The cold fury on his face melted into a cruel smile, which to be honest was much more terrifying. Stampede rubbed his hands together and grinned.

“If you want a duel, I’m glad to oblige you.”

I unbuckled my sword belt and held it in one hand. I needed to fight him while his emotions were ragged. He would be much more likely to make mistakes if he were overly emotional.

Stampede looked over my shoulder and nodded. I turned to see who was there and someone struck me in the back of the head, knocking me to the dirt.

“God damn it!” I shouted, pushing myself up. “The next motherfucker that does that is going to be gutted alive!” I got a good look at the orc that hit me. He was a brute of a man with a sloping forehead and a bulging stomach. Still, his shoulders were like bowling balls and his knuckles were hard and bony.

My head swam, making magic all but impossible. I pushed myself to my feet but suddenly hands grabbed me roughly from behind and held my wrists together.

“I’ll let you sleep on it,” Stampede said. “Spend a night in the cells, and in the morning we’ll see if you still want to fight me.”

“Trying to weaken me?” I shouted. “Are you that afraid, Stampede? So afraid that you feel you need an advantage? If you’re man enough, fight me on equal grounds. Tomorrow morning, at first light. If you put me in a cell, so be it, but at least feed me.” I thought for a moment on orc food. “Give me my fill of meat and dark beer.”

Stampede grunted. “At least you know what real food is.” He jerked his head to the side. “Put him in a cell and give him food and beer. Make sure he has a bucket to shit in and something to clean himself with. I don’t want to get my hands dirty.” He barked a laugh and walked away.

The orcs holding me pushed me forwards and I nearly stumbled. I frantically caught myself and straightened. Had I fallen, they would have yanked on my wrists, pulling my shoulders right out of socket. These guys weren’t fucking around, and I had to stay on my toes.

I descended a stone stairwell and entered a set of subterranean halls. The walls on one side were lined with thick iron bars. Some of those cells held people; mostly orcs, but I saw some other races. I also saw a goblin man, although he had been beaten so badly I barely recognized him. My heart pounded with fury at seeing him there.

They unlocked the gate and shoved me in, finally releasing my wrists. I stumbled into the cell, barely catching myself before I slammed headfirst into the stone wall.

Just as I turned, a small rock caught me on the side of the head.

“God damn it!” I roared. I looked back at the orc that had thrown it.

“Just making sure you don’t try none of that witchery business,” he said, grinning cruelly. “So if I think you look like you’re going to cast something, I hit you with a rock.” He pulled another rock from his belt pouch and bounced it on his palm. “Please, give me a reason to use this.”

Anger burned through my veins. Blood ran down the side of my neck, pain making my head throb. I opened myself to my magical well and let it flow into me like a river.

“Remember what I said about the next motherfucker that hit me with a rock?” I asked, my voice grating.

The orc just laughed. He drew his arm back.

My magical tendrils snaked out and entered his arm. I wasn’t sure how I did it, but I pulled the calcium from the bones in his arm. He shouted in pain and tried to throw the stone at me, but his arm shattered in a dozen places.

“Help! He’s using magic!” he called out.

I sent my magical tendrils into his mouth and pulled out his tongue. His thick tusks curved and drilled into his upper jaw, effectively nailing his mouth shut.

The sound of boots charging down the stairs filled the hall as more orcs came in to help. Good, I wanted an audience.

I forced the flesh of the orc’s stomach to open. Intestines spilled out like writhing snakes, and I directed them to loop around his neck, tightening until veins stood out on his face. The orc tore at his own intestines with his one working arm. I walked to the front of the cell and met his gaze, staring into his eyes as he died.

Three orcs stopped and stared at their fallen comrade, their faces displaying open shock. They looked at me and drew their swords, one reaching for the iron bars of the door.

“Do you really think that’s a good idea?” I asked, crossing my arms. “Leave me alone, give me food and sleep, and I will leave me alone. If any of you try fucking with me, I will kill the whole lot of you.”

Two of the orcs held their place. The third grabbed a nearby spear, one used for prodding prisoners, and pushed it between the bars of my cell. I sighed. He would learn the hard way as well.

Using magic, I took hold of the spear, stopping its forward motion. It shot backwards, the butt ramming into the orc’s stomach and penetrating it like it was a needle. He howled in pain and I broke both of his arms. I was going to leave it at that, but it dawned on me that orcs would only respect me if they feared me. They would keep coming, unless they were absolutely terrified of me.

“Sorry, buddy,” I said. “Actually, no I’m not.”

Using magic, I took a fist-sized piece of flesh from his leg and pulled it from the bone. He howled again and tried to scramble away to the other orcs, who watched in horror. I pulled more flesh from his bones, again and again, and sent them down the hall. The orcs shouted and ran away as pieces of flesh peppered them.

The poor bastard that had tried to stab me couldn’t do much more than weep as I pulled all the flesh from his legs, then his arms. He was just a meaty torso with bone arms at that point, and still with the spear through his guts.

“Look, I really didn’t want to do this,” I said to him. “But, in all fairness, you just tried to kill me. And this will hopefully keep the rest of them from trying anything.”

He basically exploded as I pulled the rest of the meat from his body. I left his internal organs so he could scream for a few moments before he died. The sound of the man dying was quite horrible, and after a few seconds I simply broke his neck. I couldn’t handle that much.

That done, I went to the back of the cell and sat down against the wall. I put my legs in front of me and tried to touch my toes. I wanted to feel my best for our fight tomorrow.
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No one came down for several minutes after that. I kept my hold on my magical well, just in case they tried anything stupid. Ten minutes later, someone tried exactly that.

Catching a magic user off-guard can be a good way to get the upper hand, which explained why an orc tried to sneak into the underground cells with a bow in hand. I expected this, so I was ready for him.

To his credit, he didn’t make a single sound as he crept down the stairs. He rushed towards my cell on bare feet and drew his bowstring right as he reached my cell door. Had I not been paying attention, that arrow would have struck me. Of course, they didn’t know my armor was basically impenetrable, either.

I sent a gust of wind at him so forcefully that he slammed against the stone wall behind him, hard enough to split his head open. He slumped to the floor, dead in an instant. A moment later, a group of orcs came in and began hauling away the body.

“Alright, you’ve made your point,” Stampede shouted from the base of the stairs. “I’m sending a man in with food and beer. Eat your fucking fill, pig. It’s the last meal you’ll ever taste.”

I was glad they pulled the bodies out so quickly. The last thing I wanted to do was eat a bunch of meat with several mutilated corpses right in front of me.

But, a few minutes later a man—I noticed he was much smaller, so not a warrior—brought a large cut of meat and a pitcher. He paused for a moment in front of the gate, and another orc came in. The second orc was a hulking brute in boiled leather armor. He glared at me the entire time and wielded one of those long spears. Keys rattled in the lock as he opened the gate. The servant brought my food and beer, and I thanked him graciously.

I ate my dinner alone, for which I was grateful. The meat was a reasonable cut; it tasted like pork, just slightly underseasoned and cooked over an open fire. The beer reminded me of Guinness, and only slightly soured. All in all, I couldn’t complain too much about it.

Once I finished, I set my platter and mug on the floor near the gate and relaxed against the back wall again. I stretched a bit, wanting to make sure my muscles didn’t tighten up from sleeping on the stone floor.

With nothing else to do, I leaned back against the wall and tried to catch some sleep. I slept incredibly lightly, waking at the slightest sound. That came in handy, though; I didn’t want to run the risk of another attempt at a sneak attack.

Although I slept lightly, I dozed the rest of the evening and night away. The night was bitter cold, but being in the cell at least blocked the wind. They had left me with my coat and cloak, which helped. I still wondered why they left me with my weapons, but I assumed it had something to do with dying like a man, or some such nonsense.

An orc guard came down with a torch every hour to check on all the prisoners. The light was annoying and I was tempted to say something, but ultimately that kept me from sleeping too deeply so I let it pass.

Not too long after the sunlight began illuminating the stairs, another orc guard came down to wake everyone up. Of course the guy was a total dick and clanged his spear against the iron bars of the cell doors. I hated him immediately, but I kept my mind focused.

“You ready to fight today, little piggy?” the guard said when he reached my cell. He clanged his spear against my cell door a few times.

“You keep making all that fucking racket and you’ll find out like those other guys did,” I said.

He stopped.

“Out with you,” he said. “Stampede wants to get this done before breakfast. Although if he gets too hungry, he might just take a bite out of you.”

Somehow, I didn’t doubt him. There was probably some weird orc thing about eating your opponent. Although then a memory came to me of someone actually telling me about that exact thing earlier. Great.

I got up and stretched my arms over my head until my shoulder popped, then twisted in each direction a few times. I bent down and picked up my sword belt and slowly approached the gate.

“You won’t be needing that,” the guard said.

“I don’t plan on coming back in here,” I said. “So, I’m taking it with me.” I left the cell.

“Suit yourself,” he said, and closed the cell door behind me.

I ascended the stairs, sword belt in hand. When I arrived at the top, a small crowd of orc warriors stood there in a gaggle. They all chuckled when they saw me, that kind of laugh that said they expected me to be dead soon.

“That way,” one of the warriors said, pointing down a path.

I followed the path, ignoring the laughs and comments behind me. It eventually led to what I would call a training field, but there was no grass. After a bit more scrutiny, I noticed that the hard ground was covered in dark patches. Dried blood. This was for more than just training.

Orcs began filling in the area a moment later. They formed into a rough circle, with plenty of room inside for us to fight. I stood in the middle of the ring, looking around me. I still held my sword belt, so I went to one side and handed it to an orc standing there.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” the orc snarled at me, refusing to take my sword belt.

I shrugged. “Fine,” I said, and dropped it at his feet. “If you let any harm come to this, I will tear both of your arms off once I’m done with this fight.”

He laughed in my face. I simply turned around and left.

The orcs stood four deep in their circle, many of them shouting or chanting horrible things about me dying. They mocked my pale skin and lack of tusks, of course, and the fact that I was shorter than all of them except the slaves and women. I ignored that as well.

The circle split and Stampede stepped in. He wore only boots, leather breeches, and a simple tunic that left his arms bare. The guy was terrifying to behold; probably close to six and a half feet tall and easily two hundred fifty pounds. His arms had that sinewy muscle that just looked strong. He beat his fists against his chest a few times and roared to the other warriors, and they shouted back.

I was ready to get all this over with. As much as I wanted the extra protection, I knew my gambeson would only slow me down in a fist fight, so I removed my cloak, then began undoing the buckles on my armor. I carried everything over to where I had dropped my sword and set it on the ground, my folded coat and cloak right next to my armor. The orc standing over it looked me in the eye, then spat on my armor.

I nodded slowly. “What’s your name, orc?”

“Fuck your mother, that’s my name,” he said. The other orcs around him roared with laughter, some shouting their own insults as well.

“Remember my words,” I told him once their laughter died down. “Once I’m done with Stampede, I’m coming for you.” One way or another, these orcs were going to learn a very, very hard lesson.

It was cold in just my shirt, but I needed the freedom of movement. Plus, if Stampede grabbed my shirt, it would simply tear. If he were to grab my coat, I’d be done for.

“No magic, pig,” Stampede said, taking a few steps to the center of the circle.

“I don’t need magic for you,” I replied, although I knew I’d have to use it somehow if I wanted to make it out of this alive. Stampede looked like the kind of guy that could fight a grizzly bear and win.

Another orc came into the circle, waving his hands and pumping the rest of the orcs up.

“Men, are you ready for blood?” he shouted. “Are you ready for death? Are you ready to see this pigman torn apart by Scout-Captain Stampede?”

The rest of the orcs roared and beat their fists against their chests. Were I a less confident man, I would have shit myself. As it was, my heart thrashed in my chest.

“FIGHT!” the orc shouted, and ran back to the edge of the circle

I brought my fists up to guard, while keeping an eye on Stampede. He was taller and heavier, and certainly a lot stronger. With those damn tusks, any punches to the mouth were out. His flat nose probably wouldn’t break easily, unlike my Irish honker. His reach was longer than mine. In short, a fistfight would be very one-sided, and wouldn’t last long. I had to get nasty.

“I could use a bit of that luck about now, Zozella,” I said under my breath.

Just then, the rising sun caught my eye. Smiling at the help my goddess just offered me, I began to turn as Stampede slowly circled me. He lashed out with a ham-sized fist once or twice, just testing my reflexes. I dodged each one without much issue. Stampede was huge, but I was faster, and that would have to be enough.

Once he had circled halfway around me, the morning sun caught him in the face. He flinched just slightly, not expecting it, and squinted. That was my opening.

I rushed in and landed a few hard hooks on his shortribs, where any man would feel it, then put all of my substantial strength into a jab right in his solar plexus. I ducked back, narrowly dodging a fist that would have laid me out.

Holy shit, punching this guy felt like punching a brick wall. I was pretty certain my fists hurt more than his ribs. To add insult to injury, Stampede grinned and slapped himself on the stomach, right where I had punched him.

“Are you even trying, pig?” he asked. The crowd around us roared.

I was lucky that I had some training in boxing. While Stampede had me beat on size, strength, reach, and overall savagery, I had technique on my side. It would have to be enough.

“Come on,” I said, goading him.

Stampede finally raised his fists and began acting like he was actually trying. He landed a few blows, but I blocked them with my forearm. It felt like getting hit with a baseball bat. I needed a new strategy.

I kept moving around so that the sun was in his eyes. It was my only advantage, and I held onto it.

He punched again, and again I blocked it. His guard was still down, so I landed two more blows to his stomach before ducking a wild right hook. He fought like a drunken brawler, but a dangerously strong one. My margin of error was zero; one mistake and I would be dead.

He drew his arm back to punch and I slipped in, hitting him twice in quick succession before slipping back out. At least, that’s what I tried to do. He took my punches like they were nothing, then hit me on the side of the face with a hook that nearly broke my neck. It sent me to the ground, head ringing, vision blurry. I scrambled to my feet just in time to see him charging me.

“Ah, shit,” I said, right as he slammed into me. Stampede was a good name for him, I realized as I soared through the air and crashed into the ground. Getting hit by a car probably would have hurt less.

Adrenaline gave me strength, and I pushed myself to my feet. I stood at the edge of the circle, and if I got any closer to the other guys I knew they’d try something. So, I took a few steps towards Stampede, right as he charged me again.

Using the tiniest bit of magical power, I pushed on his boot mid-step. He stumbled and his eyes widened as he fell to the ground. I wasted no time and leaped on his back.

My boxing skills were adequate, but this guy could still take me. Fortunately, I also knew a decent bit about grappling, and I was quite fast when things went to the ground. I wrapped my right arm around his throat and got an iron grip onto my left arm. I put my left hand behind his head, locking him in place, then squeezed my elbows together as hard as I could, roaring with the effort.

The second I landed on his back, Stampede tried headbutting me, punching me, and bucking me off. I barely managed to get my arm around his neck, but once it was there I knew I’d have a chance. He moved to stand up, but I hooked my heels around his hips and on the inside of his thighs. He flailed around, grabbing anything he could. His sharp fingernails tore at my thighs, and blood ran onto the ground.

I ignored the pain in my legs and squeezed harder. Now that we were grappling, I was in my element. I had beaten men nearly as large as him before, but only in training. I kept my head buried against my shoulder so he couldn’t do any more damage and maintained pressure. His neck was like a bull’s, so choking him out proved to be a lot harder than I thought. He flopped onto his back, so that he was lying on top of me, and tried slamming me back against the hard ground. For a moment, I thought he was going to break my ribs with all the force he used.

In training, you always left a bit of strength on the table, as you didn’t want to hurt your partner. Here, I squeezed my arms like my life depended on it, and I knew it did. The moment Stampede broke loose, I was dead. I clamped down on his neck like I was trying to tear his head off. Which, to be honest, I was.

The thing about blood chokes is that they’re very effective. Once you cut off blood flow to a person’s brain, it only takes about ten seconds, and then it’s lights out.

So, I only had to endure ten seconds of Stampede’s headbutts and sharp fingernails before he was out. In that time he opened up several deep gashes on my legs, broke my nose, and split my scalp in two places. But, his body went completely limp

I kept my arm in place, choking him as hard as I could, for several more seconds. The orcs surrounding us had gone dead silent.

Stampede’s body felt like it weighed a ton, but I managed to push him off me and roll him onto his back. He would wake soon, and when he did the fight would start again. I knew he wouldn’t accept this as me beating him. I looked down at him, and realized I had to make an example of him, and it needed to be brutal.

I wasn’t a fan of kicking a man when he was down, but my life was on the line. I drove my boot into his side as hard as I could three times, ensuring broken ribs. I wanted to straddle him and pound his face into oblivion, but I would probably break my knuckles before I did much damage to his ugly mug, so instead my boots came into play again. I stomped on his face, hard. And then I did it again. And again. I stomped until one of his tusks broke and his face was a ruined, pulpy mess.

Even with that, he could still attack me. I bent down and grabbed his arm, pulling it out straight, then punched him square in the biceps, as hard as I could. Again, again, five times. He wouldn’t be able to use that arm for a week.

He finally started to regain consciousness. Groggily at first, but then with a grunt of pain, then a full-throated roar of anger. Moving quickly, I kicked him square in the side of the head. Stampede clutched his ruined face and rolled on the ground. I reached down and picked up his broken tusk, then turned to the crowd.

A hundred orc warriors the size of Stampede watched me with murderous eyes. I turned in a slow circle, eyeing each of them, and finally stopped when I faced the orc standing by my clothes and armor.

I approached him slowly, calmly. He shook with rage, and his hand went to the heavy knife at his belt.

“Come on, pig,” he said, drawing his long knife. “I’m gonna bleed you dry.”

“You’re going to want to move,” I said, gesturing to the orcs on either side of him. They moved to the side, giving us space.

The second the orc raised his arm, I sent two powerful, focused gusts of wind at him. They sliced through his arms like razors. He stood there for a moment in shock, and in the seconds it took for his brain to react, I kicked him square in the knee, bending it backwards. He fell to the ground, rolling around. I reached down and calmly drew my dagger from my belt and walked around behind him.

“Stay back,” I warned the nearest orcs, pointing at them with my dagger. They scrambled back another dozen steps.

I walked up behind the armless orc and grabbed a handful of his hair. Even without arms, the bastard was incredibly strong. I got an iron grip on his hair, then ran my dagger along his scalp, removing a wide strip of it. I stood up, scalp in hand, and looked at the orcs on either side again.

“If anyone helps him in any way, I’ll do the same to them. Now, does anyone else want to try me today?” I walked back into the circle, towards Stampede. He had rolled onto his side, taking shallow breaths. “Should I take your scalp as well, Stampede?”

Even through the pain, he moved quickly and scrambled away from me. One of his eyes was swollen shut and the other barely a slit, but he kept his gaze on me. His breath whistled through his flattened mess of a nose. I held his broken tusk in my fingers where he could see.

“Now, who wants to take me to speak with the High Chieftain?” I asked.
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Things were different after that. Just as Ulenor and Anna had told me, the orcs still hated me but now they respected me, or at least feared me. I kept Stampede’s tusk as a souvenir.

After using a bit of magic to heal myself, I shrugged into my coat, buckled on my armor, and fastened my sword belt around my waist. Now that the heat of the fight was done, that wind was damn cold again. My cloak went over everything and kept me comfortable.

An honor guard of three orc warriors escorted me through the military compound and into the city proper. Twenty more of them walked behind me at my request. I wanted the High Chieftain to see me escorted by a large number of people, not just solitary me strolling in by myself. I wanted him to see that I had no fear, even with twenty of his best at my back.

The place had a tribal feel in the social structure; that much was apparent at a glance. Women were property, and men were only respected if they were strong. Slaves moved about on errands or constructing or repairing buildings. The largest of the men became warriors, and they were at the top rung of the social ladder. As such, it was also clear they hadn’t advanced in ages. Everything was crudely designed and poorly built.

The buildings around us grew larger, and I got the distinct impression we were in a wealthier part of the city. One building stood apart from others in both size and style.

Square and made from stone, it looked like a small fortress. It rose forty feet high on all sides, and was topped with crenelations. Four large banners rose from the top, one at each corner, displaying High Chieftain Krugg’s personal seal of a spiked fist clutching a lightning bolt.

Two massive doors stood wide open at the front of the building, with a guard standing on each side like a statue. The enormous orc guards wore full plate armor, and the two-handed hilt of a sword rose from each man’s shoulder. Their dark, cold eyes followed me through the bars of their helmets as we approached.

“Who demands entrance?” one of the guards barked.

I stepped forwards. “I am Andrew Jones, from the world of Earth. I demand entrance.”

“On what grounds?” the orc growled.

“Well, that’s between me and the High Chieftain,” I said, throwing a scalp at the orc’s feet. “I think I’ve earned a voice around here.”

The orc laughed. “Go right ahead,” he said, waving me inside with enthusiastic arm motions. “I just want to make sure I have a good view when the High Chieftain tears you limb from limb.”

I ignored his comment and strode in. A thick wall stood right in front of the doorway, forcing me to go around in order to enter the building. As soon as I rounded the corner I came into a massive room, which looked to take up a majority of the building itself.

The cold stone walls and high ceiling gave the room an expansive, harsh feeling. Torches set on the walls gave a flickering light in addition to the sunbeams that streamed in from narrow windows up high. The tile floor had been swept clean. A single roaring fireplace struggled to heat the room.

Towards the back of the room, a raised dais held a single massive throne. It looked to be made of steel, with gold and gemstone accents. It was a harsh, angular thing, but it paled in comparison to the orc that sat on it.

Even seated, it was clear that High Chieftain Krugg was a huge orc, well over six and a half feet tall. He wore simple, functional armor that had been embellished with gold and silver. The dents and mars from battle had been purposely left on his armor to show that no matter how much gold he wore, Krugg was still a warrior. A heavy, fur-lined cloak was clasped at his neck. I wasn’t an expert, but it looked like wolf hide.

His face was all hard planes and stony angles, with a heavy brow and wide jaw set in a permanent frown. Streaks of gray peppered his long, black hair, which was worn in a single braid down his back.

“I’ve heard of you,” he said in a strong, commanding voice. “The pink-skinned man from another world that came to save the goblins. Do you think we need saving as well?”

I hadn’t been expecting things to start off that way, but I rolled with it. “How many orcs serve in Vogrim’s army?” I asked, crossing my arms.

Krugg’s hands tightened into fists until his knuckles cracked. “You dare bring their dishonor to my throne?”

“If you’d rather, you can just keep on pretending it doesn’t happen,” I said. “Or, you can listen to me, the guy that will kill Vogrim and free your brethren from their shame.”

“They are not my brothers,” he growled. “They are barely even orcs!”

“All the more reason for me to put them out of their misery,” I said. “Look, my point is we all benefit from me killing Vogrim. The goblins are only his first step, you know. Once he conquers the goblin nation, he’ll go after you next, and the elves. He won’t stop until every living person is held beneath his boot.”

“And you think we need your help defending ourselves?”

That was a tricky question, and we both knew it. “I don’t think you need help,” I said cautiously. “But I am here to offer an alliance. First, a gift, to show respect between warriors.”

The moment I pulled my dagger, ten guards all drew their swords and took a step towards me. High Chieftain Krugg held up his hand and halted them.

“Easy, men. I can handle this pink-skinned little boy if he wants a fight.” Krugg continued looking down at me from his throne. “Is that knife for me?”

“It is,” I said, and walked up the dais to his throne. From the gasps behind me, I got the feeling people generally didn’t approach the throne. Well, I didn’t care. I held out the dagger, and he took it. It looked like a toy in his massive hand.

I stepped back down the dais and waited patiently while he inspected it. “A fine weapon, if a bit small. Simple in design, yet there is beauty in functionality sometimes. Why would you give me this as a gift?”

“Because I killed a minotaur with that very dagger,” I said without hesitating.

Hushed whispers filled the room. Even High Chieftain Krugg looked at me as if seeing me for the first time.

“My men tell me you fought Stampede in the circle and won.”

“I did,” I replied. “He fought well. I fought better.”

Krugg barked a laugh. “There are very few men that walk this planet that could say that of Stampede. He is at the healer’s hut right now having his wounds tended to. Even though he lost, I am glad you did not kill him.” He took a deep breath and slid my dagger into a wide belt around his midsection. “For that, I will listen to whatever you have to say. But make it quick. I am not a patient man.”

“Good,” I said. “To be honest, neither am I, so I’ll just get right to it. Orcs produce the finest steel. Everyone knows that. I want you to send some of that steel over to the goblin lands, to the city of Holmar, for a project I have. It’s something that will benefit both you and the goblin people. In return, I will bring you the gift of water.”

“The gift of water,” Krugg grumbled. “Our water bearers do that every hour.”

“Yes, but they have to walk two miles just to get the water,” I said. “What if you could draw cold, clean water right here from the city? Think of the manpower you would save.”

Krugg waved it away. “Women and slaves are good for drawing water and little else. If the women are strong enough, they can be taken as wives.”

I sighed, not understanding why they couldn’t see the obvious. “Look, I’ve seen some of your orc women. Their faces are beautiful and their bodies strong. If I had a wife like that, I’d want her to spend all day on my cock instead of fetching water.”

Krugg stared at me for a moment, then burst out laughing. “I like how this pink-skin thinks,” he said to his guards. They laughed with him for a moment before he continued.

“The water bearers are the foundation of our society,” he said, explaining the same crap I’d heard before. “The women not only provide water for us, but prove their strength in doing so. The strongest of them are often chosen by our warriors to be their wives.”

“Yes, and conquered,” I said. “Look, I’m not trying to tell you how to run your people, I’m just saying there’s a better way. Whatever it is you want to do—war, hunting, building a larger city—you would be better able to do it with a local source of water.”

“He is right, High Chieftain,” said a thin voice. Another orc, a small, slender man in heavy robes, stepped out from behind the throne. He stood next to the chief, like an advisor. “It would be a better use of our resources. Think of all we could do if we had twice as many hands. With water here, we could use it to grow food, both to eat and to feed our animals. We could plant trees, to later harvest into lumber.”

Krugg gave the small man a hard look, then me the same. “I will consider it,” he said. “Go ahead and give us the water, and we can at least try. I suppose there is no real harm in that.”

“You can also brew more beer,” I said with a shrug.

Krugg laughed again. “I’m beginning to like you, pink-skin. What else? What is this project you mention?”

“It’s something from my world,” I explained. “It’s called a rail system, or a railroad. Instead of traveling by horse or wagon, you essentially build two parallel steel bars from one city to the next. On top of that, you place something similar to a wagon, with flanged steel wheels so it always stays on the rails. All you need then is a power source, and you can move large amounts of goods or people quickly.”

“How quickly?” the advisor asked.

I thought for a moment before speaking, trying to think of a way to explain it that would resonate with them. “Imagine traveling in an hour as much as a horse can in an entire day.”

Krugg laughed. “Impossible. Nothing can move a large number of men or food that quickly.”

“They do it in my world,” I said with a shrug. “It’s actually quite common.”

“I can see it,” the advisor said. “High Chieftain, I believe I can picture what he describes in my mind. It would be a great boon to our people.”

Krugg turned to glare at him. “Boon? What does that mean? Speak simply, man, or I will have you beaten.”

“It would help us,” the advisor stammered out. He quickly turned to me. “And you want to develop this with us?”

“Yes,” I said. “The orcs are the only ones able to produce enough steel to make this. In return for your steel, we will develop it together. You help us build a rail system in Brovania, and we will help you build a rail system here. Orc steel and goblin wood.” I raised my hands and clasped them together in front of me. “Orcs and goblins working together, and as a result we both thrive.”

Krugg turned and looked at his advisor again, who nodded enthusiastically. He turned back to me and raised his chin. “Very well. I accept your offer. You give us the gift of water first, then we will work together for this,” he waved his hand, “uh, rail system. What else do you want to talk to me about?”

“One more thing,” I said. Hopefully this wouldn’t be too much. “Relations between our people haven’t been good in a long time. So, I’m here to ask you to keep your warriors off goblin soil if they mean us harm. If they wish to trade with us, fine, but no more raids, no more bandits. Look, I’m going to kill Vogrim. The orcs that he captured; their shame will be ended. In return, I ask for peace between our nations.”

“Bring me beer!” Krugg called out over his shoulder. “And one for the pigman as well.”

A moment later, a skinny goblin man entered the room carrying two pitchers of dark beer. He gave one to Krugg, and approached me, holding it in front of him. I accepted graciously and tried to get a good look at him.

He was older, and the scars atop faded scars showed he had been a slave for a long time. One of his ears was missing, as were several teeth. His downcast eyes looked totally defeated.

I looked up at Krugg, who watched me with a small, knowing smile on his face. This was clearly a test. He raised his mug of beer to me.

“Shall we drink on it?” he asked.

“Um, drinking on an agreement is similar to a handshake or a signature in different cultures,” the advisor explained. “I would advise agreeing.”

I raised the mug to my lips and drank, but my eyes never left the goblin slave. His eyes stayed on the floor, a man completely defeated.

“Something wrong?” High Chieftain Krugg asked, still with that knowing smile. He knew he had me in a difficult spot.

“No,” I said, not wanting to break our agreement. It was important, and I had to see the bigger picture. The goblin slave looked up for a second, making eye contact with me, then his eyes flinched away.

This was wrong. Everything about it was wrong, and the more I watched that goblin man the angrier I grew.

“Actually, something is wrong,” I said, lowering my mug of beer.

“Well, I certainly hope you’ll tell me exactly what that is,” Krugg said, leaning forwards. His posture said he expected a fight. His face said he looked forward to it.

“Only a man too lazy to do the work himself uses slaves,” I said. “That’s a shitty thing to do, you know. To own a man and take away his freedom, his happiness. What did this goblin ever do to you?”

Krugg leaned back on his throne. “He was weak. That was his crime. And his punishment is to be a slave for the rest of his life. You have something else to say about that?”

“Yeah,” I said, briefly looking around the room. Ten guards, heavily armed and armored, five on each side stood behind me. Krugg in front of me. And the advisor, but it was clear he was too smart to fight. Possibly the only smart orc in the entire room.

“Release the goblin slaves,” I said, my voice much calmer than I felt inside. “In fact, release all of your slaves. Do the work your fucking self.”

Krugg stared at me for a moment, grinning. “No,” he said.

“Release my people or I will kill you,” I told him. “I will kill everyone in this room.”

Krugg continued staring at me for a moment, then burst out into laughter. “Oh, you’re a funny one indeed, pigman!” He downed half of his mug of beer and threw it to the side, striking the goblin slave in the chest and knocking the small man to the tile floor.

Krugg stood and raised his arms, causing his heavy fur cloak to fall back. The man was a giant, with arms the size of my thighs. A wide belt encircled his waist with a dozen knives sheathed in it. Just standing there, he looked ready to take on an army.

“Since I know you were kidding, I’ll go ahead and have my men escort you out of here,” Krugg said, resting a hand on the hilt of one of his knives. “I will send a man in a few days’ time to contact your people and we can start on this. But first, you need to do this water thing you spoke of.”

“No,” I said, standing my ground. Krugg towered over me, nearly seven feet tall. At that moment, I didn’t care. My temper had the better of me, and I wasn’t backing down. “Release your slaves. This is your last warning. Release your slaves, or I will kill you, your guards, and every fucking warrior in this city.”

Behind me, ten swords sprang from their scabbards. Krugg held up a hand to stall them.

“I can handle him. Maybe I’ll let you each get a punch in once I’ve had my fun.” He pulled my knife from his belt. “I’m going to cut your cock off and choke you with it,” he said. “And I’m going to do it with the very knife you gave me.”
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Iopened myself to my magical well and let power flow into me in a torrent. The second Krugg took a step towards me, I sent my magical tendrils out, into his arms, finding his bones. I snapped his arms in two places, then followed that up by breaking his legs. He howled in pain and crashed to the floor, unable to do much except flail and scream.

I spun and turned to the orc guards in the room. Ten men in plate armor charged me, each wielding a two-handed sword. A powerful magical wind scattered them like tumbleweed across a desert floor. Immediately after, I poured heat energy into the metal of their armor. Screams filled the room as they were cooked alive, the metal glowing bright orange in some spots. Putrid smoke billowed from their bodies.

Krugg still shouted and raged at me. “You foul witchman! Using your magic because you’re not man enough to fight me!” He tried to grab hold of a knife and his arm flopped over, the bone tearing through the skin of his forearm. He stifled a scream and glared at me. “Go ahead, pigman. Kill me, like the coward you are. Do you even have the balls to do it with your own fucking hands?”

“Sure do,” I said, walking up to him. “All you had to do was be a decent person and none of this would have happened,” I said, kneeling in front of him. “Keeping slaves is a shitty thing to do. And when they’re my people, well, that just pisses me off.”

Krugg spat on the ground at my feet. “Do you know how many goblin slaves I killed over the years? How many women I raped? I loved to hear the women scream when I—”

My boot took him square in the mouth, breaking one of his tusks and several other teeth. He roared in pain, but I didn’t stop. My rage bubbled over. This was a man that had caused endless suffering for years, among his own people and all those he had enslaved. He deserved the worst death.

I stomped on his face again and again until it was a bloody mess. Then, I snatched my dagger from the ground and rammed it into his side. The slender blade slipped between his ribs with barely any resistance and punctured his lung. I stabbed him there three more times in the same spot so he would drown in his own blood. After that, I reached down and picked up his broken tusk, then slipped it into my coin purse along with Stampede’s.

When I stood, I saw the goblin slave huddled in the corner. This time, he met my eyes. The man was absolutely terrified, but I saw a light of hope in his gaze.

“Today is your last day as a slave,” I said to him.

Krugg’s advisor had curled into a ball with his arms around his head. I stepped up to him and nudged him with my boot.

“Mercy!” he called out. “Please, don’t hurt me!”

“Get up,” I said. “I’m not here to hurt you. Get up.”

He moved an arm and looked up at me with one eye.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Shalizor,” he said, his voice quaking with terror.

“Get up, Shalizor,” I said, offering him my hand. “You seem to be the only one with a brain around here.” He slowly reached up and I took his hand, pulling him to his feet. “Do you at least understand that enslaving people is a shitty thing to do?” I kept his hand in mine.

“Of course I do,” he said, sounding almost offended. “Oh!” he turned away once he saw Krugg whimpering in a pool of blood. For a moment I thought he was going to vomit.

“You’re the new ruler,” I said. “High Chieftain, or whatever. All I ask is that you treat your people with decency and respect and help me with this rail project. I’ll build a well for you, just as I promised. That should help the people stand behind you.”

Shalizor looked up at me. “You can stand there and say that, but the moment you leave, the warriors will kill me.”

“Don’t worry about them,” I said. “I’ll take care of them.”

I pointed at the throne until Shalizor walked over and sat on it. He was likely the only person around that would make a good chief, but I had to get him to accept that he was, in fact, chief. He needed to grow a backbone.

Dagger in hand, I stood over Krugg. His breathing came in labored gasps that whistled through his shattered nose.

“I only have one more question,” I said to him. “How many of my people do you have as slaves right now? Hundreds?”

A rasping noise came from him and I realized he was laughing. “Thousands,” he whispered.

That was enough for me. Krugg had zero redeeming qualities, and every second he still lived was problematic. I kicked him in the side and rolled him over onto his stomach. He was too weak to resist.

Placing my knee in the center of his back, I grabbed his braid and pulled, then ran my dagger along his hairline. I took my time, going around his ears and down the back of his head, then used my dagger to scrape the skin away from bone. He whimpered in pain as I pulled his entire scalp away.

“I only wish your death could be more painful,” I said to him, and threw his scalp at the base of the throne.

I caught Shalizor’s gaze. He swallowed heavily as he looked down at the scalp.

“This is your throne, now,” I told him. “Defend it with your life. Your arms might not be strong, but your loyal guards will protect you.”

“I have no loyal guards,” he said in a hoarse whisper.

“I know. I’ll take care of that, too,” I said, then turned and walked away.

I exited the doors and saw the two heavily armored guards standing there as well as dozens of warriors. The pigman talking with the High Chieftain was apparently a popular event for the day, as many people had showed up to see the outcome. They all cheered and clapped each other on the back, having heard the screaming. They probably thought it had all come from me.

The moment I walked out of the doors, every single one of them drew their weapons. The armored men flanking the door were cooked alive, like the ones inside the throne room. A powerful gust of wind blew the other men back, giving me a moment to prepare.

Several men raised bows and nocked arrows. I didn’t have time to think. I sent a focused blast of air, the same type I had used to cut down trees, at each of them in rapid succession. Hands, arms, and heads flew into the air as they were sliced off. Some of the orcs roared in surprise and tried to hurry away. I blasted them with fire, incinerating them to a crisp in seconds.

These were the defenders of the horribly savage and corrupt society that had enslaved thousands of my people. These men were responsible for countless atrocities. There could be no mercy, no quarter for them. If any of them were left alive, they would pull the entire city down into the gutter with them.

I quickly moved through the pile of bodies and hurried onto the street. People watched, eyes wide in shock, as I slaughtered the warriors that approached me.

“You!” I said, grabbing the elbow of a nearby woman. “Do you know a woman named Smirna?”

She shook her head and I let her go. I asked four more women until someone recognized the name.

“She lives near me,” an older woman said.

“Go fetch her and bring her to me. Now!” I commanded.

She hurried away. Several men watched nearby, their bodies emaciated. I noticed shackles on their ankles. Slaves.

Using magic, I destroyed the shackles around their ankles. They looked at their feet, then at me, confused.

“You’re free!” I shouted. They looked terrified.

Everywhere I went, chaos ensued. Warriors sought me out, hoping that if they killed me, perhaps they could become the next High Chieftain. I killed them all with magic. The street I walked ran red with blood that afternoon, churning the hard-packed dirt into red mud.

The older orc women eventually found me and brought Smirna. The younger woman smiled when she saw me, but looked concerned.

“I see you took my words to heart,” she said, looking around. She crossed her arms and gave me an overly patient look. “Why do you think I would want to speak with the man that is killing my people?”

I reached into my coin purse and pulled out two gold coins, then passed them to her. “Because I’ll pay you,” I said. “Also, these men attacked me. They wish to kill me, but none of them are strong enough. By the way, you have a new High Chieftain. Shalizor.”

Smirna frowned at the coins in her hand. “This is a lot of money, Andrew. More than I would see in a lifetime.” She transferred her frown to me. “Shalizor, you say? The High Chieftain’s advisor?”

I nodded. “He’s the only one with a brain. As of today, I’m setting your slaves free, and I’m building a well, just as I told you I would. No more hauling water. Now, you can spend your time doing something important.”

She crossed her arms again, clearly appreciative that I was improving major aspects of the orc city but displeased with how many of her people I had killed.

“So, why did you call for me again?” she asked.

“A few reasons,” I said. “First, you’re going to take me to the healer. I need to pay a visit to Stampede.”

Her frown deepened. “You will not touch the healer, though,” she said, and from her tone it was clear that was not a question.

“I have no desire to harm someone that spends their life healing others,” I said. “I just want to make sure Stampede doesn’t try to become the new chief. Come on.”

Fortunately the healer’s house was nearby. It was a large thing, made from brick and cob. As we approached, the door opened and an enormous man ducked through.

Stampede walked with a limp and his right arm was in a sling. Bandages covered most of his face. The moment he saw me, his posture changed. Without hesitation, he rushed forwards, his left hand reaching out for me.

“Shit!” Smirna said, hurrying out of the way.

I tried to take Cirro and Lossia’s advice. Earlier, they had told me that I was very inefficient at killing people with magic. I used a blade of air to slice Stampede in half at the waist. That was enough to kill him, but I just wanted it done. I drew my dagger and walked up to him.

“You worthless son of a whore!” he shouted through his bandages.

I stepped down on his arm as he tried to grab me, then bent over and rammed my dagger into his temple. He twitched twice and went limp.

Smirna shook her head and frowned at me. “I don’t like being part of this. Killing my fellow orcs, even the bad ones.”

“Well, things are changing. Now, I need two things from you,” I said, looking around myself. I had to make sure no more warriors were trying to sneak up on me. “First, I want you to tell me where I should build the well. And second, I have a job for you.”

“My job is to be a water bea—”

“Not anymore,” I said. “Now you’ll do something more important. Something that actually matters. I imagine it’ll pay better, too.” I took her by the elbow and hurried back towards the High Chieftain’s building. She grumbled, but let me lead her.

“Over here,” she said, pointing at a large clearing where several streets met.

“Perfect,” I said. A pile of dead warriors littered the street nearby. I reached down and grabbed one of their helmets and spears and handed them to Smirna. “Take these. Learn how to use them.”

“I know how to fight with a spear,” she said, sounding almost offended that I would imply otherwise.

“You’re going to help protect me while I build the well,” I said. “I’m going to be very tired when I’m done, so this is important. And when I’m done, you’ll go protect the High Chieftain. You’re his new personal guard.”

“Why would I do that?” she asked.

“Because you will be protecting your new way of life,” I said. “One where women are free to contribute to society in ways other than hauling water. One where a man won’t own you.”

She scowled. “A man may take me as his wife if he is strong enough, but no man will ever own me.”

“No, he’ll just force himself on you, then make you work for him all day,” I said. “See my point?”

She frowned and looked at the ground. “No man will ever own me,” she said again, her voice smaller this time.

“Well, let’s keep it that way,” I said. “That’s your incentive to protect Shalizor. Find some other women, strong ones, fierce fighters, and convince them to protect him as well.” I turned in a circle and saw no warriors approaching. “Let me know if you see anyone coming to harm me,” I told her.

I pulled deep from my magical well and went right to work. Stony soil erupted right in front of me like a volcano, creating a pile thirty feet away. The few people still in the area watched, amazed at what I did. I quickly dug through the soil, then sent my magical tendrils as far into the ground as I could manage. There had to be water down there, somewhere. A certain dampness marked the soil deep underground, but I found no aquifer beneath us.

“Shit,” I muttered, and continued my search.

“There he is!” a voice called out from behind me. Next to me, Smirna stiffened and raised her spear.

I needed to focus, so I trusted Smirna to do her best while I continued working. I sent my tendrils towards the river, searching underground for any pockets of water. Still, I found none. I found myself getting angry; my part of the bargain was to provide them with a well, after all.

“Step aside, wench, or you’ll wind up dead just like him,” a voice said from behind me.

“Just hamstring her so she can’t run away,” another voice said. “We can take turns with her once we’re done killing the man.”

My brows drew down and I turned around to face them. Two massive orc warriors approached, covered in thick hide armor. Each man wielded a long spear, and the look on their faces said they were ready to use them.

I didn’t have time for this nonsense. Using magic, I pulled two head-sized stones from the pile of earth on the ground and hurled them at the men. The stones struck each man square on the shoulder, shattering the bones. They toppled to the ground, hollering in pain.

Smirna immediately rushed forwards and drove her spear into the men again and again. She was absolutely ruthless with her attacks, ramming the spear point into any and every piece of exposed flesh she could, not slowing until they were dead. Taking a step back, she continued her watch.

“Remind me to never piss you off,” I said to her. She glanced at me and smiled.

I went back to my work. I was more than a hundred feet below the ground, now. That wasn’t very deep as far as modern wells were concerned, but I just needed something that worked. I closed my eyes and focused, sending tendrils in every direction beneath the ground, searching for water.

There.

Another fifty feet down, I found water. I pulled rock and soil from the ground beneath me, digging a channel straight to the aquifer I had discovered. I could have shouted with joy when I hit it.

Now that I had a water source, I needed the well to be usable and not collapse. A two-foot-wide tunnel stood in front of me, more than a hundred feet deep. Left unprotected, it would eventually collapse. I closed my eyes and instead used my magical tendrils to feel the soil beneath me, and poured heat into it. The stone and dirt heated until it melted and turned to magma, just briefly, enough to make the walls of the well a single, solid piece of stone. I did that the entire length of the well, gritting my teeth with the effort.

I dropped to a knee when I was done. After working that hard, I was close to passing out. The well wasn’t complete yet, though. Not quite.

Grabbing a number of stones, I formed a ring around the opening of the well and turned it into a circular wall three feet high. Using magical heat, I briefly melted the stones where they touched each other, ensuring the entire thing was one piece. That was the best I could do at the moment. I would have to explain to Shalizor how to draw water from the well when I spoke with him next.

To demonstrate that I had, in fact, found water, I reached down into the bottom of the well and sent a geyser of cold, clear water spraying ten feet above us. Smirna gasped when the cold water fell upon her.

“Water from the ground!” she exclaimed. “And here I thought you were a crazy man for saying that.”

“I probably am crazy, but this is just a simple well,” I said. “You’ll be able to pump water from this once it’s finished.” I reached out for her and she offered me a hand.

I threw an arm over Smirna’s shoulder and she helped me walk to the High Chieftain’s building. When I entered, I found Shalizor pacing back and forth. Two slaves took turns kicking Krugg’s corpse.

Smirna gasped. “You did this?” she asked me.

I nodded. “I wasn’t planning on it, but then I found out he had thousands of my people enslaved.”

She led me closer to Shalizor and I spoke to the man.

“Your well has been dug,” I told him. “There is water at the base of it, and you can probably draw it using a bucket and rope, but later I’ll explain to you how to build a pump.”

“And the warriors? Will I survive the night?” he asked, his voice quaking.

“They’re all dead,” I said. “Every single one I saw, I killed. Also, I’d like for you to meet Smirna. She’s your new guard, the first of many.”

Shalizor looked at Smirna and bowed his head to her. “Humble beginnings,” he said.

Smirna shrugged.

“I want you to understand one thing, though,” I told the man. “If you want to stay on this throne, if you want to keep your head on your shoulders, you’re going to have to be tough. At some point, someone is going to threaten you, or test your power. You’ll have to make an example out of them.”

Shalizor swallowed heavily.

“I’ll handle that,” Smirna said to him. Shalizor gave her a grateful look. “You just focus on leading us.”

“Everything is going to be okay,” I assured him. “You’re a much better man than him,” I said as I pointed at the corpse of Krugg. “Lead your people with compassion, lead them with a strong hand. Do what you know is right. Bring books to your land, and encourage people to read. Have them produce art, and new types of food. Most importantly, have your smelters increase steel production. Once I finish with Vogrim, our people will work together and build the first railroad.”

Shalizor gave me a weary smile. “I hope I live to see that day.”

“You will,” Smirna said. “I’ll make sure of it.”

“Go find another dozen strong women like yourself, and have them all work as his guards,” I told Smirna.

She nodded and gripped the haft of her spear. “Thank you, Andrew. Thank you for showing me that I can be more. It will take us time to adapt, but I believe our future is bright.” She turned to Shalizor. “And you. When you wake up tomorrow morning, you had better have grown a backbone.”

I smiled. The orcs were going to be okay.
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That night, I slept on a surprisingly comfortable bed in the orc equivalent of a royal palace. The room had a small fireplace that was barely adequate, but thick furs and a soft mattress made for a good night.

A slave woman came to see me that night. She was a pretty thing, and too tall for a goblin, although she had most of the features, including green skin. She had tusks like an orc, but they were small, barely enough to protrude from between her lips. Her hair was dark green, almost black, and fell down her back in waves. I finally realized she was half goblin, half orc. I tried not to think about who her father had been, or what had been done to her mother.

After entering my room, she pulled her robe open and came to me. Her body was beautiful, even though I saw faint scars across her legs and back. I held up a hand to stop her before she reached the bed.

“You know you’re free, right?” I asked her. “I freed all slaves today. Anyone still possessing slaves tomorrow will be hanged.”

She nodded and kept her eyes downcast. “I wanted to thank you,” she said, her voice small. “I don’t have anything to offer, so I was hoping you would get some enjoyment out of my body.”

I sighed. “Put your robe back on. What’s your name?”

She pulled her robe closed and tied the front. “I don’t have a name,” she said, still keeping her eyes downcast.

I shook my head. “Where do you sleep?”

“There is a building for the slaves,” she said. “For us women, at least. We share beds, as there aren’t enough for us.”

“Come here,” I said, pulling the blankets and furs aside.

She smiled and climbed into bed with me. When she reached for me, I stopped her.

“I’m not going to take advantage of you,” I said. “I just want you to sleep somewhere better tonight.”

She looked at me, confused, as if she didn’t know how to react to kindness. “Thank you,” she finally said, and settled back on the pillows. “Are you sure you don’t want me? I have been trained well.”

“Stop,” I said, pulling the blanket up over her. “Just get some sleep, okay?”

“If that is what you wish for, then I will sleep,” she said. “I will do what you command.”

“But what do you want?” I asked, leaning on an elbow and facing her.

She met my eyes briefly, then looked away. Her mouth opened several times, but she shut it, as if she didn’t know what to say. “I want,” she began, and a tear leaked down her cheek. “I want a life. I want people that care for me. I want to know what being happy feels like.” She rolled over, facing away from me. “I don’t even have a name. Since I was a child, I have just been here to please the High Chieftain and his guards. They just call me ‘whore,’ or ‘slave girl.’ I want a name. And I don’t want to be hit anymore.”

I thought for a moment. Names weren’t my forte, but several floated to the top of my mind. “How about Allie?” I asked.

She sniffled, then rolled over to face me. “Allie? What does it mean?”

I shrugged. “I had a friend in high school named Allie. She was a nice girl. Tough. Funny. Do you want to be called Allie from now on?”

She gave me a sad smile. “I like it.”

“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Allie,” I said. “Can you tell me how many more of you there are?”

She pursed her lips. “I don’t know numbers,” she said quietly. “A lot.”

“Well, in the morning you’re going to help me. We’re going to collect all of them that want to leave, and we’re going to walk out of this place,” I said.

Her eyes widened. “Leave Var Akresh? Where will we go? I may only be a whore, but I have a place here. A home.”

“No, you have a shared bed and men that abuse you,” I said. “Come back to Holmar. You can have an actual home there.”

“The goblin city?” she asked, sounding afraid. “But, goblins are weak and evil. They are cruel and eat their young! The elders taught us this.”

I laughed. “Is that what they’ve told you? I can assure you that goblins are the nicest people you will ever meet. They are kind and peaceful, which is why the orcs often kidnap and enslave them. Your mother is a goblin?”

She nodded. “She was. She died when I was young. She didn’t please a man properly, so he beat her until she couldn’t move any longer.”

I shuddered. “You won’t find any of that in Holmar. Instead, you’ll find peace, good food, and safety. And don’t worry, the food doesn’t consist of babies.”

She gave me a wary look. “They say you killed High Chieftain Krugg.”

I nodded. “I did, and all of his warriors as well, so your society can actually go somewhere. To be blunt, they deserved it. My hope is that the orcs will have a better life under Shalizor.”

“Good,” she said. “Krugg had a small cock, so he compensated by being rougher than the others. He liked to slap women and hurt them. I hated it when I had to spend time with him. Many women died after being with him.”

“Well, you won’t have to worry about that any longer,” I said. “Now, get some sleep, Allie.”

She lay back and smiled. “Allie,” she whispered. “I am Allie.”

“Yep,” I said, closing my eyes. “Goodnight, Allie. I hope you sleep well.”

After a moment, she nudged me. I opened an eyelid and saw her looming over me. Her robe was open again, revealing her slender body and large breasts. She bit her bottom lip and nudged me again.

“Put your clothes back on, Allie,” I said, then closed my eyes again.

“Will you not take me?” she asked. “This is all I can offer you, Andrew. Please, take me. Or am I not good enough? Do you reject me because I am a slave?”

I sighed, and reminded myself that she had never really experienced love or education or even common decency. Social norms were completely new to her. It would take months, years to get her to properly integrate into society.

I sat up and arranged the sheets around me, since I was naked. Then, I got a good look at her. Her face was close to mine, close enough that I could see the clearness of her golden eyes, and how her goblin heritage mixed with the orc blood of her father. The soft curves of her goblin background mixed well with her orc muscles, very well, in fact. I took a good look at her figure and had to stop before I found myself with an erection.

“You are very pretty, Allie,” I said softly. I reached out and touched her face, laying my palm along her cheek, trying to show her what real affection, what real kindness felt like. “Remember that you are not a slave any longer. You are a free woman, and can choose the life you want.”

She frowned. “Is it because you prefer men to women?” She quickly turned around and pulled her robe up, baring her round bottom. With both hands, she reached back and spread her ass cheeks. “You can pretend I’m a man if that makes it easier for you. All I ask is that you spit on it before you start, to make it easier,” she said over her shoulder.

I threw back my head and laughed. Allie looked at me, her expression wounded, so I stopped.

“I’m sorry, Allie. I’m not laughing at you, just at this situation. Come here,” I said, holding my arms out to her.

She kept her robe up and moved towards me, within my arms. I wrapped them around her and held her tightly. After a moment, she relaxed and placed her hands on my back and rested her cheek on my shoulder.

“This is nice,” she said.

I released her, then took her face in my hands and kissed her full lips softly. Just a peck, then pulled away.

“But why will you not take me?” she asked, looking confused.

I thought for a moment about how to answer her question simply. “I have several women that I am taking as wives,” I told her. “It would be disrespectful for me to lie with another woman, especially without their permission.” I avoided mentioning that I was repopulating the goblin nation. Best to keep things simple for now. “You are very beautiful in face and body,” I said. “And I hope you meet a man that makes you happy and shows you love every day.”

She lowered her robe, but still knelt there in front of me. “What does love feel like? Can you explain it?”

I frowned. How to explain love to someone that probably hadn’t experienced it since she was a child? I didn’t know what else to do, so I pulled her to me and hugged her again, tightly, the way I would hug Cirro or Lossia. I gently stroked the back of her hair and kissed her on the cheek.

“I fought for you. All of you,” I said quietly. “I risked my life to free you. Think of that as love.”

“So, do you love me?” she asked.

I smiled and just held her tightly. “Allie, I don’t know you. I can’t really love you if I don’t know you.”

“Can I tell you something?” she asked.

“You can tell me anything you’d like,” I said. “Anything at all. You are safe here.”

She paused, taking in my words. Safety was something she likely wasn’t used to either.

“I am afraid, Andrew. I don’t know what to do or where to go.”

“That’s fine,” I told her. “It’s normal to be afraid when you experience big changes in life. You and the rest are going to come with me back to Holmar, and we’re going to help you get started on a new life.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Do you worship any gods?”

“Zozella,” I said. “I guess I follow her now. She’s a goblin goddess.”

“Is she kind?” Allie asked.

“Yes,” I said. “And she cares for her people very much.”

Allie pulled back and looked me in the eye. “Then I will worship Zozella as well. Is there a place in the city of Holmar to worship her?”

“She has a temple, yes.”

“I want you to take me there,” she said. She looked me in the eyes for a moment and studied my face. “Thank you, Andrew.” She leaned forwards and kissed me, then laid down on the bed.

“Glad to help,” I said.

Zozella’s blessing was still strong in my veins and it had been a couple days, so my balls ached. I needed release, but I would only do it with my wives or for my repopulation duties. Anything else just felt wrong, especially since Allie had been a sex slave. It just made things difficult that she was so damn attractive.

“Would you mind if I slept without clothes?” Allie asked. “If I can be honest, I don’t like this robe. It tangles in my legs when I sleep.”

“You can sleep however you like,” I said.

I still laid there on my back, but I watched her slip out of bed. She caught my eyes and let the robe slowly fall, revealing her slender, muscular form. She turned slowly in a circle, giving me a full view of her body, then placed her hands on the bed and crawled in, her large breasts hanging between her arms.

She smiled at me. “Well, at least I can get a reaction out of you. That’ll be enough for now. Goodnight, Andrew.”

I looked down and saw how my raging erection was lifting the blankets and laughed. Reaction, indeed.

“Andrew?” Allie asked.

“Yeah, what is it?”

She paused for a moment before speaking. “I love you, Andrew.”

I smiled. “Sweet dreams, Allie.”
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Iwoke up with her head on my shoulder. The morning sun cast a golden light through the one window set high in the room, which had drawn me from my sleep.

“Time to wake up, Allie,” I said, gently nudging her.

She woke with a start and scrambled halfway off the bed, eyes wide. With a heavy sigh, she relaxed.

“I am sorry,” she said, standing. “Some men get violent if I am still in their bed in the morning. I’m not used to sleeping so deeply.” She patted the bed. “This is soft.”

“Good morning to you as well,” I said. I used a bit of magic to stoke the fireplace and bring a bit of warmth into the room, then threw the sheets back and hopped out of bed.

I was used to being around my wives, so I thought nothing of it when I climbed out of bed, naked, and walked across the room. Of course, I had morning wood and my balls were swollen like a tennis ball. It wasn’t quite as bad as the swelling back in Gillamoor, but it was still pretty substantial. Allie’s eyes went wide as she watched me walk to the washbasin.

“You are large,” she said. “And your cock is pink, just like the rest of you.”

I looked down at my nakedness. Whoops. “Sorry, let me get some pants on.” I grabbed my breeches and pulled them on.

“Your nude body doesn’t bother me,” she said, watching me with interest. “I just wish you would have taken me last night so I could thank you properly. I think, if I had the option to choose sex instead of being forced to do it, I could grow to enjoy it quite a bit. Especially with a man that loved me. In fact, if you had agreed to take me, last night would have been the first time I had been the one to choose it. I really hoped you would.” She sat on the bed and spread her toned thighs. “In fact, if you want to—”

“Stop,” I groaned. “You’re killing me.”

I turned and splashed some water on my face, then dried it with a fresh towel. After that, I walked over to her. She was still naked, which did nothing for my erection. It felt like it was going to tear a hole through the front of my breeches.

“Do you really want to thank me?” I asked.

“Of course I do,” she said. “You freed me from this life. You said I won’t be hit again.”

“Listen,” I told her. “If you want to thank me, then come with me back to Holmar. Bring all the other slaves with you. Learn how to function in a regular society and help the others do the same. Build a life for yourself, find a husband, or a wife, or both. If you want to thank me, then be happy.”

“Why do you say these things?” she asked, looking into my eyes. “Why would you care what kind of life I lived?”

I sat down next to her and took her hand in mine. “Because it’s the right thing to do,” I said.

“So, you’re helping me,” Allie said. “Helping all of us. And you want nothing in return?”

I shook my head. “I don’t want anything from you except a promise that you’ll try to be happy.”

She looked confused. “Is that what love is?”

I smiled at her. “Sure,” I said. “You can think of it like that. Hey, do you have any other clothes besides that thing?” I pointed at the thin robe lying on the floor.

“No,” she said. “Slaves are forbidden to own anything. We are given a single dress, and we have to take care of it and make it last as long as possible. If we need a new one, we are usually beaten.”

I tucked my shirt into my breeches, then shrugged into my jacket. “Here, take this,” I said, fetching my fur-lined cloak from a hook on the wall.

She pulled her robe on and tied it, then accepted my cloak from me and swung it around her shoulders. “This is mine now?” she asked.

“Until we get back to Holmar,” I said. “They’ll give you clothes when you get there. I just don’t want you to be too cold on our journey over there. Are you ready?”

Allie nodded.

Together, we left the room and walked through the halls of the building. I went straight to Shalizor’s room and pounded on the door a few times. Smirna answered. Her eyes took me in, then went right to Allie.

“I see you’ve wasted no time having your way with our women,” she said, her tone filled with scorn. She had her spear in hand, the butt resting on the ground, and looked like she wanted to use it on me.

“He wouldn’t touch me,” Allie protested. “Not only that, but he made me go to sleep, and then gave me his cloak.”

“Is that so?” Smirna said, her tone and expression changing to approval. “What do you need, Andrew? Shalizor is just getting ready.”

“I just wanted to say goodbye,” I said. “We’re allies now, not enemies. So if you need anything, feel free to send someone to fetch me.”

“Where are you taking her?” Smirna asked, nodding at Allie.

“He’s taking me and the rest of the slaves to Holmar,” Allie said. “So we can start a life.”

“They belong here,” Smirna said. “They have orc blood in their veins.”

“They are also half goblin,” I said. “And they belong wherever they want to belong. But Holmar will offer them a peaceful life instead of making them fight for a loaf of bread. They deserve peace after what they’ve been through.”

She looked at Allie, then at me. “You are not so bad, Andrew. Perhaps in a different world, I could have had a man like you. Although I don’t think you’re strong enough to take me.” She gave me a smile that had more than just a little bit of flirtation in it.

“You know what? You’re probably right,” I said with a laugh. “I like you, Smirna, but you’d probably break my neck.”

She shook her head. “Waste of a good man.” She leaned her spear against the wall, then pulled the door open the rest of the way and stepped out. When she offered me her hand, I stepped forwards and wrapped my arms around her. I’m still not entirely sure why I did that. I was probably just in a loving mood, after trying so hard to show Allie what love was.

“I wasn’t expecting that,” Smirna said.

Slowly, she wrapped her arms around me and hugged me back. As she was wearing only a thin nightshirt that covered her to her knees, I was able to feel her breasts pressing against my chest. My right hand, on her lower back, wanted to slide down out of habit.

“Is that….” she began, and I realized I had an erection. She was pressed right against it.

I sighed. “I’m sorry, Smirna. It’s been a few days since I’ve…. You know.”

She laughed and released me. “You are a strange creature, Andrew. But I am glad I met you.” She held my gaze for a moment and her smile deepened.

“Pass my message along to Shalizor, okay?” I said. She nodded, and I turned and left with Allie in tow.

She took me to the ramshackle building where many other slaves were kept. It looked like a small warehouse made of cob, with rickety bunk beds lining one wall and several bathtubs against the other. Women of all ages filled the room, although I noticed all were either goblin or half goblin. They looked up when we entered.

“It’s him,” one of them said.

“He killed Krugg,” another said.

“Are we really free now?” one of the women asked, an older goblin woman. She was still very pretty, but had the look of a hard life lived. Wrinkles fanned out from her eyes and mouth, and her forehead was creased. Her hair was heavy with gray.

“Yes,” I said. “If you have goblin blood, then I’d like to invite you to come with me back to Holmar. You will be given food, clothing, and shelter, and we will find a life for you. A life where you don’t have to worry about anyone harming you.”

One by one, they all stood. None of them had any belongings other than the dresses they wore, but they were ready for a new life.

After that, we went to several other buildings that housed slaves. Battered goblins filled the streets as we moved towards the outskirts, more than a thousand. It made my heart hurt, seeing these kind people so abused, but I was glad I was able to alter their lives.

A small percentage of the slaves decided to stay in Var Akresh, to try to build a life there, where they were already used to things. I told them to speak with Shalizor if they needed help. He knew the value of paying workers, and some money in their purses would go a long way towards starting their new lives.

“We have to move quickly,” I said. “Very few of you have enough clothing for the cold weather, and I don’t want you to freeze. Once we get into Holmar, we’ll start taking care of you.”

Plenty of orcs glared at me as I walked down the street with an army of slaves behind me. I glared right back.

The trip from Var Akresh to the river wasn’t very long, fortunately, but it was still hard on some of the slaves. Younger men and women helped the elderly walk the distance. It was probably about two miles until the shores of the river came near.

Crossing the river presented its own problems. While a rope and plank bridge could take a person to the other side, that bridge was likely to break at any moment. Plus, some of the older ones wouldn’t be able to make it. We needed a safe way to get everyone across.

A cold breeze cut through my jacket and I shivered. I turned to look at the people behind me. While Allie had my cloak clutched tightly around her, everyone else wore tattered rags. They blew on their hands and stamped their feet, trying to stay warm. I needed to get them to shelter. Some of them didn’t even have shoes.

The cold gave me an idea. I pulled from my magical well and began sucking heat energy from the surface of the river. The water was already cold, so it only took a matter of seconds for ice to form on top. Fortunately it was a slow-moving river; much more and it would wash away the ice. As it was, the moving water made it difficult.

I tried focusing on the water near the shore. It quickly turned to ice four inches thick. I stepped on the ice and froze the water in front of it, moving a foot at a time. The ice formed into a relatively smooth patch five feet wide, and after a few minutes I had created an ice bridge all the way across the river.

I went back to the orc side so I could start moving people across. Many of them had never seen magic before, so they watched me wide-eyed as I worked.

“Come on,” I said, gesturing for people to hurry. “I need you all to cross the river on the ice. Go in a single-file line so we don’t stress the ice too much, but hurry.”

They obeyed and quickly walked across the ice. I kept my hold on my magical well and continually pulled heat from the water, ensuring the ice slowly thickened instead of weakened. I knew ice of that thickness was strong, but my heart pounded at the thought of it giving away and sending people to a watery death.

Thirty minutes later, everyone had crossed, even the sick and the elderly. I released my hold on my magic and moved through the crowd, checking for anyone that needed help. A few people had recent injuries, and I took the time to heal them as best as I could.

“Alright, let’s go to Holmar,” I said, and continued walking.

Twenty minutes later, as we drew near to the first of the walls, a wagon approached us. I smiled as I recognized Nerras driving it. He slowed and stood on the wagon for a moment, probably trying to figure out what the hell was going on. I waved to him, and after a moment he waved back and continued.

“What is all this?” he asked when he finally pulled up in front of us. “Who are all these people?”

“Slaves from Var Akresh,” I said. “Goblin and half-goblin. I freed all the slaves over there and put a new ruler on the throne. One with a brain. Holmar shouldn’t have to worry about raids any longer.”

Nerras stared at me for a moment. “Are you fucking serious?”

I grinned and pulled Krugg’s tusk from my coin purse, then tossed it to him. He snatched it out of the air and examined it for a moment, then looked back at me.

“Andrew, you have to be the craziest son of a bitch I’ve ever met. But damn, you get results.” He barked a laugh. “I guess the population of Holmar is growing today. I have room in this wagon for a few people. If there are any that need a ride, let’s put them in the back.” He handed me Krugg’s tusk and I slipped it back into my coin purse.

Word passed through the crowd, and a few minutes later they led a few elderly women and one man to the front of the crowd. We helped them climb into the wagon, and they sighed loudly as they sat down inside it.

Nerras turned and took the wagon back to Holmar, moving far ahead of us. I had told him to take the people straight to the temple; Teel would know what to do with them.

Allie walked next to me. As we walked, she beamed a smile up at me.

“Let’s go home,” I said to her.

“Home,” she said, still smiling. “My name is Allie and I have a home.”

We were quite a sight as we walked into the city. Nerras did an excellent job of spreading the word, so as soon as we walked in, the former slaves were met by goblins holding warm blankets and fresh loaves of bread. They were greeted with hugs and words of praise and kindness. Some people even took them into their homes to set them in front of their fireplaces.

I led the remaining people straight to the temple. It wasn’t large enough for everyone, but it was the only place I could think of. Next to me, Allie gasped as she looked up at the massive pillars at the front of the building.

“What is this place?” she asked, clutching my arm.

“This is the temple of Zozella,” I said. “Come on inside. I’ll introduce you to Teel.”
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The rest of the day was spent rounding up warm clothing and food for everyone. The temple housed as many as possible, and more went to the military barracks, but there were more than a thousand people standing in the streets.

People began asking the former slaves who they were and who their parents had been. I watched people weep and embrace as they met relatives they hadn’t seen in years, or the children of someone long lost. It was a bittersweet moment. A surprising number of them had family in Holmar. I was glad to see their families made whole again.

Allie expressed her desire to serve Zozella and was welcomed with open arms, quite literally. The entire temple staff hugged her, and within an hour she wore a dress and matching cloak with Zozella’s sigil sewn on the breast while another temple worker brushed her hair. She smiled so hard the muscles in her face twitched and grew tired.

“I didn’t realize there were so many,” Cirro said at my side. “Everyone knows the dangers of going near the river, but I didn’t know they had captured that many goblins.” She looked up at me, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “Thank you, Andrew. I can’t even think of the words to describe how I feel right now. Just know that I love you.”

I kissed the top of her head and wrapped my arm around her. “I think Allie will be okay here in the temple. As for the rest of them, they’ll take some time to adjust, but I’m positive for the future.”

Cirro wrapped her arms around me and squeezed me so tightly I could barely breathe. She looked up at me again like she was going to say something, but stopped when Allie suddenly approached.

“Is this one of the women you said you are going to marry?” she asked.

“Yes,” I replied with a smile. “Allie, this is Cirro. Cirro, Allie.”

“It’s lovely to meet you,” Cirro said, holding out a hand. Allie looked at her hand for a moment, confused. Not knowing what else to do, she stepped forwards and hugged Cirro. Cirro chuckled and hugged her back.

“That is how you do it, no?” she asked, looking at me.

“I suppose we’ll cover greetings tomorrow,” I said.

“He let me sleep in his bed, you know,” Allie said to Cirro.

“Oh boy,” I groaned.

“Is that so?” Cirro asked, looking up at me with a raised eyebrow. “Just enjoying the locals, were you? Having a taste of orc culture?”

“I tried to give him my body to say thank you, but he wouldn’t lay a finger on me,” Allie continued. “Instead, he gave me my name and hugged me, then let me sleep in his bed. Just sleep, no touching. I thought he might like men, so I turned around and offered him my bottom, but he still refused. Now seeing you, I know for certain that he likes women. You are very pretty, Cirro.” She pointed at both of us. “The way you two act towards each other, is this love?”

I squeezed Cirro to me and kissed the top of her head again. “Yeah. We love each other.”

Allie smiled. “It is very nice to see. I hope to find a man like Andrew one day so I can experience love.”

Cirro gave Allie a warm smile and grabbed her hand. “I’m sure you will, Allie. You are strong, and very pretty. Just take this time for yourself and enjoy some peace for the time being.”

“Thank you,” Allie said. She stepped forwards and pulled us both into a slightly awkward hug. Cirro stretched up and kissed Allie on the cheek. Allie gasped and put a hand to her cheek while looking at Cirro.

“Women do this?” she asked.

“Women do a lot of things,” Cirro replied. “You’ll figure it out.”

“Go introduce yourself to Zozella,” I said, pointing at the statue. “She may not always respond out loud, but she always listens.”

Allie nodded, then turned and walked to the statue of Zozella. Cirro pulled me down to her.

“So, you had another woman in your bed and you refused to do anything to her?” she asked.

I nodded. “It wouldn’t have been right. I know you want me to repopulate and get as many goblin women pregnant as possible, but that was different. It felt wrong. I mean, she’s been a sex slave her entire life.”

“She’s very pretty,” Cirro said. “Very strong and very pretty. And if you had gotten her pregnant, the child would have been, well, a quarter goblin.”

I nodded.

Cirro smiled at me. “Come here, you,” she said, pulling my face down to hers.

We stood there for a long time, holding each other and kissing. After a while she pulled me towards our room, and I was grateful to move with her. Cirro practically kicked the door open and ran for the bed, with me right behind her. I closed the door and hurried towards the bed.

“It’s nice knowing I can trust you,” she said, pulling at the laces of her dress.

I wasn’t sure what to say, so I focused on pulling my clothes off as quickly as possible. The moment I was naked, Cirro reached out and took me by the hand and pulled me to her. She hopped onto the bed and laid back, pulling me on top of her. I began kissing my way down her neck, but she shook her head.

“Just get inside me,” she said. “It’s been a few days, I need you.”

Our bodies lined up perfectly, so I reached down and took hold of the base of my shaft so I could rub the head up and down her wet opening. Once it was good and slick I began pushing it in, a little further each time. Cirro wrapped her legs around me, pulling me close.

As soon as I was inside her I began thrusting. We both needed this, and my balls were so full they ached. Cirro reached up and pulled my face down to hers.

It may not have been the wildest sex, but it was intimate and filled with passion. I stayed on top of her, thrusting away, while we kissed and held each other close. Cirro’s face lit up when I came inside her.

“I could listen to you cum all day,” she said, kissing me again. She laughed and squeezed me tightly. “Oh, I love you so much, Andrew.”

I held her back and rolled over so I wouldn’t feel like I was crushing her. With her on top, I held her tightly against my chest and we remained that way for some time. After a few minutes the inevitable happened and I became erect again. That had probably been part of Cirro’s plan all along.

We made love a second time, and it was equally passionate. There was something incredibly satisfying about just feeling Cirro’s body move on top of mine, about feeling her skin beneath my hands. I came a second time and once again held her to my chest.

“I’m going to miss you tomorrow,” she said quietly.

“I know, honey,” I replied. “I’m going to miss you too. I’ll be back in a few days, though. Or, a week. I think Ulenor said it’s a three day ride to the north. We’ll get the sword and head right back.”

She remained on my chest for a few minutes, her slender fingers gently toying with my chest hair.

“What are your thoughts on all the new people?” I asked.

“The slaves you freed?” she asked. “It’s a lot of people, but Holmar’s a big city. Some families were reunited, and people took in complete strangers just to help them out. I imagine the mayor will put them right to work in order to help them start their new lives. They’re used to working, but it’ll be nice for them to earn a wage and have something to call their own.”

“What about housing?” I asked.

Cirro shrugged. “It wouldn’t surprise me if the mayor began granting small plots of land on the outskirts of town so they could build their own places. The military will take some in, as well. Although hopefully after what you’ve done, we won’t have such a strong need for our military here.”

“I think we’ll be okay,” I said. “Shalizor—that’s the new High Chieftain—has a good head on his shoulders. He was the previous chief’s advisor, and the guy that made many of the important decisions, I believe. Krugg was just a meathead—he led by fear and violence, not by wisdom. Shalizor will be good for the orcs.”

Cirro pushed herself up to her elbows and looked at me. “And what makes you think the orcs won’t just rise up and kill him so they can put another tyrant on the throne?”

“Because I killed all their warriors,” I said.

Cirro blinked. “Um, excuse me?”

“I killed all of their warriors,” I said again. “Every single one. Each one of them would have gladly killed me, and they were the backbone of a society built upon cruelty. Had I left even a single one alive, he would have tried to kill Shalizor and set himself up as the new chief, so I killed them all.”

Cirro shook her head. “I wasn’t expecting that. Like…. I know they’re awful people, but….”

I put my arms around her. “It wasn’t how I wanted to do things,” I said. “But once I learned how many goblins they had enslaved I was kind of left without choices. Leave my people there as slaves, or kill everyone responsible for it.”

“At least we won’t have to worry about any more raids on the city,” she said.

“Exactly,” I said. “And Shalizor has already ordered an increase in steel production. Soon, our cities will start building the rail system together. Gillamoor can provide all the wood. It’ll be good to have multiple cities work together to complete something so important. Who knows, maybe we can even build a bridge across the river and connect Var Akresh and Holmar.”

Cirro shook her head. “It would take a major change in the orc way of life for that to be a possibility.”

“How about me killing all their warriors, setting free all their slaves, and putting a decent man in charge of them?” I asked.

Cirro laughed. “I suppose we’ll find out.”
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Aknock on the door woke me at sunrise the next morning. Cirro stretched like a cat, then rolled over and threw her arm and a leg across me.

“Do you have to leave?” she whined as she nuzzled against my neck.

“Unfortunately, yes,” I replied, stifling a yawn with the back of my hand. “Gotta go save the world, honey.”

Cirro grumbled and flopped around like a dead fish for a moment, then laughed. “Oh, alright,” she said, sliding a hand down my stomach. “But the world can wait until you’ve satisfied me.”

Morning sex with Cirro was always wonderful. She had so much energy, and her pregnancy hormones made her incredibly horny. She rode my dick like she was trying to break my pelvis. It was awesome.

“I hate that you have to leave,” she muttered, lying on top of me.

“I know, honey,” I said, wrapping my arms around her. “This is it, though. This is the last thing I need before I can go fight Vogrim. Once I get the sword, we’ll take the fight directly to him.”

“Are you afraid?” she asked.

I thought about that for a moment. A ten-foot-tall minotaur sorcerer that was about a thousand years old was trying to conquer the world, and my job was to kill him. Was I afraid?

“I don’t think I am,” I said. “I probably should be, but I’m not. Everyone has a weakness. Vogrim’s weaknesses are the sword and shield. Once I have those, killing him won’t be hard. It won’t be easy, but I don’t think it’ll be too hard. Maybe physically hard, sure, but I’m confident I can do it. We’ll march up to his place with an army and put an end to his attempts to conquer the world.”

“I admire your confidence,” Cirro said. “When I think about all that you have to do, I get so scared I turn light-headed. I don’t know how you can do it.”

I shrugged. “All it takes is a well thought out plan and we’ll be okay.”

She pursed her lips and laid her head on my chest again. “I suppose that means I need to let you get out of bed.”

She leaned over and kissed me, then we both rolled out of bed. The room was chilly, so I used a bit of magic to add another log to the fireplace and stoke the coals. After that, I went to the wash basin to wash my face and brush my teeth.

“I suppose you’ll want a bath,” Cirro said, pumping the handle back and forth. “You won’t be able to have one for a week, after all. I can’t have you stinking.” She sent a tendril of magic into the water, heating it until steam rose.

“Thanks, honey,” I said, stepping into the hot water. I leaned against the curved back of the tub, relaxing, and Cirro began to massage soap into my hair.

“You’re really giving me the special treatment this morning,” I said, smiling with my eyes closed.

“I just love you,” she said. “And I’m not going to see you for a week, so I want to enjoy this morning as much as possible.”

A knock came at the door. It was probably one of the servants with breakfast.

“Come in,” I called out.

The door opened and Nerras stepped in. Seeing that Cirro was naked, he respectfully turned his head to the side.

“Hey, Andrew. I just wanted to see if we needed anything else this morning before we left.”

“I think we’re good,” I told him. “Ulenor told me last night that he was taking care of food. Teel is supplying us with plenty for our trip. We already have weapons, tents, pretty much everything else we need.”

He nodded. “See you in about an hour?”

“I’ll make sure he’s ready on time,” Cirro said.

“See you soon,” Nerras said, and slapped the wall.

“He’s such an organized man,” Cirro said after Nerras had left.

“He’s tough as nails, too,” I said. “He’s saved my life twice now.”

“I guess it’s time you return the favor!” Cirro said. “Alright, rinse.”

I ducked my head beneath the water and ran my fingers through it, scrubbing out all the suds. When I rose again, Cirro moved next to the tub and grabbed a towel. She held it out for me.

“I don’t want you to leave, but I suppose the sooner you leave, the sooner you’ll be back,” she said.

“Thanks,” I said, grabbing the towel from her. I stood up and began drying myself off, then stepped out of the tub.

“So, what do you think of my hometown?” Cirro asked with a smile.

“If you want the truth, I prefer Gillamoor,” I said. “There are no trees around here, and it’s cold as hell.”

Cirro smiled. “I can’t blame you. I like Gillamoor better as well.” She sighed. “Do you need me to take care of anything while you’re gone?”

I thought for a moment as I walked over to my clothes. “Yeah,” I said. “Talk with the mayor, and let him know to expect an orc messenger. Tell the mayor how we’re going to be working with the orcs to build this railroad network. The bridge that crosses the river will have to be rebuilt.”

She nodded and followed me to the small wardrobe against the wall. She selected a thick blue wool dress with a high neck and a matching cloak and began pulling them on. I shrugged into a jacket and grabbed one of the spare cloaks I had brought with me.

“Oh, and one other thing,” I said. “Can you have someone wash my coat? The sleeves are stained with blood all the way to the elbows.”

She grimaced. “That’s disgusting. I’ll tell Teel.”

I stuffed the rest of my clean clothes into my leather bag and threw it over my shoulder. It was time to go.

“Don’t forget your stupidly large crossbow,” Cirro said as I walked towards the door.

“Hard to forget that thing,” I said with a grin.

Once outside, I went straight for our wagon, which was parked out front. Nerras was fastening his saddlebags to the back of his saddle, and as I threw my things into the back of the wagon I saw Ulenor there, rubbing his arms in an attempt to stay warm. His spindly frame couldn’t handle cold weather as well as mine.

After putting my things in the back of the wagon, I went back inside. I grabbed the first temple worker I found, which to my surprise was Allie, the half-orc, half-goblin woman. She wore fresh clothes with Zozella’s sigil embroidered on the breast, and beamed a smile at me when I came near. Her hair was freshly washed and braided, and she looked happy, truly happy.

“Hey, Allie. How are you enjoying things here?” I asked.

“Everyone is so nice,” she replied. “Do you need anything? Is there any way I can help you?”

The eagerness in her voice made me chuckle a bit. She was so excited to help people in her new life. The temple was the perfect place for her. “Can you find a few blankets and have them put in the back of the wagon out front?”

“Yes!” she said, and hurried away.

I went back to my room to fetch the rest of my stuff. When I opened the door, Cirro was standing there with both arms wrapped around my armor.

“How do you wear this crap?” she asked, handing it to me.

“It’s not so bad,” I said. “And it’s better than dying.”

She had set my crossbow next to the door, so I grabbed it. Cirro opened the door for me and followed me out. A particularly cold gust of wind chilled me to the bone as I hurried down the stairs. Even Nerras looked miserable on his horse.

I set my armor in the back of the wagon, then walked to the front and set my crossbow behind the front seat. Just then, Allie ran down the steps with blankets piled high in her arms.

“I brought you five, just in case you needed more!” she said.

I thanked her and took the blankets from her, then set them in the back. After a moment, I tossed one to Ulenor.

“You gotta stay warm in there,” I told him.

“Thank you,” he said, unfolding the blanket and laying it across his legs. “I find the cold affects me more and more as I age.”

“Are we okay on food?” I asked.

Ulenor nodded. “Six skins of wine, two bags of feed for the horses in case they can’t graze, and all the beans, dried meat, and hard cheese we can eat. Also a few loaves of dark bread.”

“Sounds like we’re ready.” I turned to Cirro and hugged her.

“Hurry back,” she said, holding me tightly.

“I will,” I said to her. “I promise.”

We kissed, and then I walked to the wagon and suddenly stopped.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Almost forgot something,” I told her, and hurried back into the temple.

I walked through the tall doors and went straight down the wide center aisle, between a dozen rows of wooden pews. Once I reached the statue of Zozella, I knelt in front of her.

“Andrew,” she said before I could even speak. Her voice was filled with kindness and warmth. She reached down, her stone hand touching me beneath the chin and lifting my eyes to hers. Behind me, I heard several people gasp.

“I did my best to free your people in Var Akresh,” I said. “There’s still more work to do, and I’m sure more slaves in other cities, but it was a start.”

“You have my eternal gratitude,” she said. “The orcs have been a problem for many years. Do not let your actions there trouble you; they demanded their own deaths when they harmed my people.”

“Thanks,” I said. “They’re working hard to give everyone a home here. I think they’ll be okay.”

“I’ll make sure of it,” Zozella said. “Be safe in your journey, Andrew. I will help if I can.”

I nodded, then stood up and walked away. It was time to go.

Once outside, I climbed into the wagon. Nerras gave me a nod to let me know he was ready. I looked back at Ulenor and he did the same.

“Alright, gentlemen,” I said. “Let’s go get us a magical sword.”

People cheered us as we rode down the wide stone streets of Holmar. While most didn’t know exactly what we were doing, word had spread that we were on a quest to fetch something that would help me slay Vogrim. That was enough to receive everyone’s praise.

It took us a bit to make our way through the city. As we approached the first wall, a small crowd of people practically swarmed the wagon, shouting their praise and reaching out just to touch me. Once I saw their faces, I realized they were the freed slaves and their families. Many blinked back tears of happiness as they shouted their blessings to me. I thanked them for their kind words, and continued on.

A few minutes later, we were out of the city, and followed the road as it turned to the north. The houses and farms thinned out, and soon we were the only ones on the road.

And just like that, our trip to the mountains began.
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By midday, I found myself grateful I had asked Allie for extra blankets. The wind blowing in from the north was damn cold, well below freezing. Poor Ulenor had a blanket wrapped around him and one on his legs. Nerras, of course, barely seemed bothered by the weather, but I saw him blow on his hands once.

“I just hope the snow isn’t bad in the mountains,” Nerras said. “Once we get there, how bad is the trip? Ulenor, do you know?”

The old wizard cleared his throat roughly. “Fortunately, we don’t have to do much climbing. The scrolls I was able to find that mentioned the mindeater all agreed that his lair was at the base of a cliff, set deep in a cave. The descriptions I read make me think the wagon will fit without any issue.”

“Why would he be in such an easy-to-reach location?” I wondered aloud.

“Well,” Ulenor said. “Again, from what I read. Apparently, the mindeater has a rather ravenous appetite and likes to travel around the area at times. It is fortunate that the weather has turned cold, for the mindeater is said to enter a sort of hibernation in winter. Not sleeping like a bear does, but his activity calms down greatly.”

“Wonderful,” I said. “Anything else you know about this guy?”

“Yes, yes, a few things,” Ulenor said. His voice grew rather grim. “I don’t believe magic will work very well against him. Some of the readings I found mentioned that he emanates an aura that negates most magical attacks. Also, his preferred food is brains.”

“Brains?” I asked. Nerras looked over and raised an eyebrow.

“Yes, yes, brains,” Ulenor said. “His face has several appendages, and if he gets close and is able to latch onto you, he will bite through the front of your head and consume your brain. Sounds rather unpleasant, if you ask me.”

“Well, shit,” I said.

“Don’t worry, Andrew,” Nerras said. “If it prefers to eat brains, you should be safe.” I flipped him a bird and he grinned back at me.

“The one benefit is that I do not believe the surrounding area is particularly dangerous,” Ulenor said. “Unlike the Drowned Lands.”

“That’s a relief,” I said. “Last thing I want to do is run into another swamp witch.”

“I must say,” Ulenor said, shifting on his seat. “This road makes me quite grateful for your new wagon. Without your modifications, I think the teeth would have been rattled out of my head by now.”

The road heading north from Holmar didn’t see a lot of use, and patches of scraggly grass overgrew it at several places. We only saw a few trees as we continued towards the mountains—those low, twisted ones that reminded me of acacia trees. I spent a moment using magic to smooth the road in front of us.

We ate our lunch on the move to save time. Ulenor complained about how hard the dried meat was in the sub-freezing temperatures, so he had mostly cheese and bread. Nerras and I exchanged a look as the wizard continued rattling off complaints about how his old body felt in the cold. Ulenor’s health seemed to be deteriorating.

While Nerras had his bow in hand, there wasn’t any game nearby for him to hunt. So when we finally stopped for the evening to make our camp, we had to use the bits of dried meat for our stew.

I looked at the land surrounding our camp as we sat in front of the small fire. Fortunately, Ulenor had been thoughtful enough to pack some firewood. The tundra-like land around us and mountains along the northern horizon made me feel like I was in a western. The fact that I had been riding in a wagon all day and that we were basically eating chili for dinner helped strengthen that notion.

“I prefer the forest,” Nerras said, looking around him. “There’s just nothing here except cold ground and a little bit of grass that’s barely hanging on.”

“Last time I was in a place this ugly, I had been sent halfway around the world to war,” I muttered. “Hey Ulenor, are you okay?” I reached out and placed my hand on the wizard’s shoulder. He was shivering.

“I’m alright,” he replied. He still had a blanket wrapped around him. “It seems as I get older, the cold affects me more.”

I got up and walked to the wagon, then grabbed another blanket for him. He gave me a gracious smile as I wrapped it around his bony shoulders, like a cloak.

“The hot stew helps,” Ulenor said.

“Make sure you eat all of it,” I told him. “Cirro will have a fit otherwise.”

Ulenor laughed. “Yes, yes, I can see her threatening to tie me up and feed me. I’ll eat, don’t worry.” He smiled and had shoveled another mouthful of hot stew into his mouth.

“Think we need to stand watch out here?” I asked.

Nerras looked around, as if trying to gauge the area. Ulenor frowned and looked around as well.

“I’ve barely seen anything alive all day,” Nerras said. “I saw a lizard earlier. That was it. This place is dead.”

Ulenor nodded. “I will ward our camp, but we are safe tonight. As Nerras said, there is nothing around us. When we get into the mountains, I fear we will have to stand guard.” He sighed. “Staying up half the night in the cold. I must admit I’m not looking forward to that.”

“At least there’s no snow on the ground here,” I said.

“Yet,” Nerras added as he threw a handful of small, white beans into our small cookpot. He stirred it for a moment, then turned and looked over his shoulder towards the mountains. “We have to keep you warm in those mountains, Ulenor. I’m making a bit extra.”

“I’ll be fine,” the old wizard said, waving it away.

“I guess we should get all the sleep we can, then,” I said. “Let’s get an early start in the morning.”

We only erected one tent that night. Ulenor and I slept in that tent; I gave him three blankets to help keep him warm. Nerras slept in the wagon, as usual.

It had been quite some time since I’d slept by myself. After channeling a bit of heat into the ground beneath us, I rolled onto my side and tried to get some shuteye. Sleep was a long time coming. My wives ran through my thoughts nonstop. To be blunt, sleeping by myself sucked.

That night, I tossed and turned and had dreams of a zombie-like creature trying to eat my brains. My legs were too cold to run very fast, so he kept gaining on me. I was grateful when the sun rose and Nerras woke us.

Midway through the second day, Ulenor began to develop a cough. I took a moment to try to heal him using magic. It wasn’t entirely effective; while I was able to take care of the more acute infection that had just begun in his lungs, I wasn’t able to do anything about the wear and tear on his body. He was about a hundred years old, after all, and had neglected his health for most of his life.

Nerras and I made sure to keep a close eye on Ulenor. He had three blankets on him at all times, and Nerras kept handing him bits of food to eat to maintain his strength. Ulenor’s health hadn’t changed that much, but at his age we wanted to be careful. I found myself once again grateful for the rubber suspension on the wagon; without it, the bumpy ride would probably rattle the old man apart.

“So, what’s your plan when fighting this guy?” Nerras asked.

“Ulenor said magic might not work against it,” I said. “I’m hoping a crossbow bolt works better than it did with the plague beast.”

“Just do me one favor,” Nerras said.

“Sure, what?”

“Don’t jump on its back and try to stab it to death. You’ve done that twice now and almost died each time.”

I laughed. “Yeah, you’d think I would have learned after the first time. Let’s just hope a crossbow bolt will take care of him.”

“You really think it’ll be that easy?” Nerras asked.

“If I can sneak up on him, yeah,” I said.

That was really my best hope. If magic didn’t work, a bolt through the back of the head was guaranteed to. I just had to make sure I could stay quiet while wearing a suit of armor and lugging around some weapons. Not the easiest thing.

The land surrounding us was mostly flat and featureless. There was barely enough stunted grass for the horses to graze on when we stopped. Far up ahead, the mountains suddenly thrust towards the sky, looming ominously against the horizon and drawing closer with every step we took.

No one went this far north, so the road had long since faded away. Ulenor insisted we traveled the correct path, so I just kept the horses pointed in the right direction and hoped for the best. After being in the dense forests south of Gillamoor, the stark emptiness of this area felt almost post-apocalyptic.

Ulenor’s cough returned on the second night. I tried my hand at healing him again, but it seemed that his body was simply breaking down due to old age. He insisted he felt fine, or at least as good as possible while being in the cold weather.

On the third day, it began snowing. Just a few flurries for the first few hours, but it steadily increased as the day progressed. By lunchtime we rode through a two-inch-thick layer of snow on the frozen ground. This close to the mountains, our path crossed several low hills.

“We’re nearly there,” Ulenor said, holding two blankets around himself and shivering.

“You gonna make it?” I asked with a laugh.

“I’m fine, don’t worry yourself about me,” Ulenor said, then coughed. “It’s just the cold weather, don’t worry. I can assure you I’m just fine.”

He kept insisting that he was fine, but Nerras and I were able to watch him decline by the day. The intense cold seemed to seep right into him and drain his vitality.

When we stopped that night, I used a good dose of magic to melt the snow from a thirty-foot circle of ground, then pulled all the water from it so we wouldn’t be sleeping in mud. Cold mud. With the temperature in mind, I pushed a bit of heat energy into the ground to warm it.

“Thank you for that,” Ulenor said as he climbed out of the wagon. “I can feel the heat radiating up from the ground. It makes a big difference.”

Nerras and I made sure he ate his fill of our bland travel stew, then we put the old wizard to bed. I warmed the ground beneath the tent again, ensuring he stayed warm. We couldn’t do this without Ulenor. Plus, he was my friend.

That night, Nerras and I split the guard shifts while Ulenor slept. While we both wanted to get an early start, we waited for Ulenor to wake up on his own before breaking camp and setting out.

The next morning he didn’t seem much worse, but the cold weather had definitely taken its toll on him. I warmed the ground beneath him to help his old joints, then tried healing him again. Unfortunately, my magical healing still wouldn’t affect his frail body beyond repairing his knee a bit.

“Now we just need to find the path into the mountains,” Ulenor said as we rode further north. The mountain range towered over us, and we turned to the east, following the base of the mountains and looking for an entrance.

Three hours later, we saw a gap in the mountains. Ulenor seemed to brighten up when he saw that.

“Now the real journey begins,” he said.
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As we followed the narrow, winding path that ran between the towering mountains and cliffs, the snow thankfully died down to little more than just a few flurries. Deep shadows covered the area, and we rode in relative darkness compared to the bright, snow-covered entrance.

“At least the wind has died down,” Ulenor grumped. “I thought I might turn to ice if that dreadful wind kept up.” He reached over and poked at the canvas cover on the wagon. “This doesn’t do much to block all that wind.”

“Don’t worry, I have some solid ideas for my next wagon,” I said. “Including a better cover that will block wind and rain. Snow, too, for that matter.”

“Welcomed additions,” Ulenor muttered.

“I don’t like how dead it is in here,” Nerras said over his shoulder. He rode in front of us. “It’s like nothing in this area is alive. Before this, I get it; just an empty plain with no food or shelter. But in the mountains, I feel like I should at least see some birds or a deer. Even a squirrel. Even the Drowned Lands had life, albeit slimy, mutated versions.”

“Yes, yes, rather ominous, isn’t it?” Ulenor muttered. “The calmness of this place is a bit unsettling. It feels unnatural.”

It probably was unnatural. After all, we were dealing with one of Vogrim’s most trusted and therefore evil servants. Something that had been alive for hundreds of years at a minimum, and was powerful enough to defend a potent weapon against any perceived threats.

I reached back and had Ulenor hand me my crossbow. I set it on the seat next to me along with a quiver of bolts. Something about this place gave me the creeps, so I wanted to be ready for anything.

We stayed on our path for the better part of two hours as it passed between two tall mountains. After that, it curved to the right. A tall cliff stood sheer on our left, with a low mountain on the other side. I couldn’t help but notice that as the path slowly increased in elevation, the snow continually died down. Or maybe it was just because the mountains blocked the clouds. Either way, I was glad to see the ground relatively free of snow. It made the path a lot easier to find.

The path continued to wind between hills and mountains. Nerras had his bow out, and I kept my crossbow on my lap. While discerning the path from the surrounding area was often difficult, Ulenor insisted we were heading the right way.

An hour later, we saw our first signs of life. Or, as it were, death.

“Looks like a deer,” Nerras said, leaning over in his saddle and examining a skeleton on the side of the path. “Check its skull.”

I slowed the horses as we passed, and immediately saw what he was talking about. Time had bleached the bones white, and from a quick glance I could see no blatant injuries on the body; no broken legs, no holes in the ribs. The skull, however, was a different story.

The front of the skull, right around the eyes, had been torn open. Something about the gaping hole made it obvious that the hole hadn’t been caused by blunt force trauma. It looked like a hand had simply torn part of the skull off. Nerras turned back and we shared a concerned glance.

“There’s more,” he said after a few minutes. “A lot more.”

And more there were. As we continued to ride down the path, more skeletons littered the sides. Every single one of them had a hole in the front of the skull.

“Looks like the mindeater has been living up to his name,” Nerras said as he passed by yet another skeleton with a violated skull. I couldn’t tell what that one was by just the bones, but it was large. A bear, maybe.

The path continued through the mountains and eventually widened into a large clearing that ended against a towering cliff. The mouth of a cave stood before us, carved into the stone, yawning like a gaping mouth. Skeletons were everywhere, in piles outside of the cave. Each one had a large hole torn in the front of the skull.

We rode around the side of the clearing, where a low, stunted tree struggled to grow in the rocky soil. Nerras looped his reins over one of the branches, and I hopped down as well.

“Are you staying inside the wagon to guard it again?” I asked Ulenor.

The old wizard frowned and combed his fingers through his beard. “No, no, not this time. Something about this is deeply unsettling. I feel I would be more helpful by your side. Besides, we can all tell that nothing out here lives. There’s no one to protect the wagon from.”

I helped him climb down the wagon, then reached into the back and grabbed my armor. Nerras came over and helped strap me in, then I returned the favor and helped him don his breastplate. My sword belt went on over my gambeson and settled around my waist. I went ahead and pulled the string back on my crossbow and nocked a heavy bolt.

“I’m ready when you guys are,” I said as I reached out and patted the nearest horse on the neck. “Stay safe out here big guy. We need you so we can get back home. Don’t let anyone eat your brain.” The horse whickered at me and tossed its head.

“Let’s get this over with,” Nerras said as he fit an arrow to his bowstring. “And the sooner the better.

The three of us stood at the mouth of the cave for a moment, listening closely. We heard nothing but our own heartbeats.

“Why do these types always have to live in caves?” I asked. “Couldn’t he have built himself a log cabin out here instead?”

Nerras chuckled softly. “Well, at least he can’t run. There’s only one way to go. Let’s do this.”

We entered the cave. Nerras walked in front, due to his sharp eyesight. Ulenor and I followed close behind. The wizard read something from his spellbook, and I held my crossbow to my shoulder.

Small, glowing orbs set into the top of the tunnel gave off soft light and kept the cave from plunging into darkness. I stopped to examine one more closely and saw that it was a small animal skull.

Bones were everywhere. Some had decayed and broken down over the years or been crushed beneath stamping feet—at least, I assumed—but each wall of the cave was absolutely covered with bones. The place reeked of death. Cold, silent death.

A faint chittering sound floated across the air and reached my ears. It was barely discernible, but the other two men heard it as well, and stopped. We shared an uncertain glance, then Nerras waved me up next to him. We continued that way, with Ulenor in tow.

The cave was surprisingly long. We walked for ten minutes until we came to the end. The entire way, we struggled to deal with the odor of death and decay and the piles of bones everywhere.

It opened up into a single large chamber with a high ceiling. Whereas the previous parts of the tunnel were lined with bones, skulls filled this room. Skulls of all types and sizes, with the only thing in common being that each one had a gaping hole in the front. Piles of skulls were stacked in the forms of rudimentary chairs and tables. Everything gleamed, like it had been covered with some type of resin that had later dried.

And seated there in the center was the mindeater itself. He faced away from us, so all I saw was his back. Black cloth covered most of his body, and it glistened as if wet, like everything else in the cave.

The back of the mindeater’s head gave me my first glimpse at this truly horrible creature. Dark gray-green skin was stretched tightly over its skull. It was covered in faint ridges and scars.

As quietly as possible, I raised my crossbow and took careful aim. A bolt through the back of the head would end this creature in seconds, and it didn’t look to have the ridiculous armored skin of the plague beast.

The mindeater turned right before I pulled the trigger. It reached out, almost casually, and snatched the bolt from the air right before it struck home.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” it said in a low, raspy voice.
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The mindeater’s face was a hideous mockery of anatomy, like something from a nightmare. The same dark gray-green skin covered the skull with overly prominent cheekbones. Its cold, black eyes were set deeply into its head, like that of a desiccated corpse. Instead of a nose, it had a skull-like opening, but it was the mouth where things grew truly freakish.

Hanging from the lower half of its face were long, finger-like tentacles that twitched and writhed as it watched us. They spread slightly as it spoke.

“When I felt Rolgnar die in the swamps, I knew you would come to me,” it rasped as it stood up. It wore something that looked like a cross between a trench coat and priest’s robes, all in black, and soaked with a thin layer of slime.

The mindeater was tall, probably close to seven feet in height, with a build so slender as to appear frail. Anyone that thought this creature weak would be sadly mistaken. It raised my crossbow bolt in a long-fingered hand and examined it.

“Such primitive weapons,” it said, sounding almost amused.

As quickly as possible, I opened myself to my magical well and pulled in all the power I could hold. Holding that much power bordered on being painful, like the sun burned inside my veins. Focusing my power, I sent a blast of heat energy at the mindeater, intending to cook it where it stood. I pumped enough magical power into the creature to set an entire city aflame.

All of my power sank into the mindeater like it was a black hole. Nothing happened.

The mindeater’s face tentacles twitched in amusement. “You cannot harm me, child. I am eternal.” It took a step closer to us and dropped the crossbow bolt. “I have lived for a thousand years, and I will live for as long as the night is dark.”

Nerras pulled back his bow string and fired an arrow in one quick motion. Once again, the mindeater snatched the arrow out of the air, then tossed it to the floor of the cave.

“Submit,” it said. “Kneel before me and submit. I will make your death quick and painless.”

“You know, for some reason I feel like I can’t trust you,” I said. “So you’ll have to forgive me if I say no.”

Ulenor stepped up next to me and spoke something in the magical language. After a quick motion of his hands, a stone broke free from the far wall of the cave and slammed into the back of the mindeater’s shoulder.

The mindeater’s face tentacles flared out as it made a deafening hissing noise. I had to drop my crossbow to cover my ears. In that brief second, Nerras pulled his dagger and threw it. His aim was spot-on, but the mindeater was simply too fast. The dagger flew towards the mindeater’s face, but it slapped the dagger away like a man swatting away a gnat.

Ulenor’s attack gave me an idea. I couldn’t use magic directly against the mindeater, but I could use magic to hit it with other objects. I drew my sword, just in case, and lashed out with my magical tendrils.

At least, I tried to.

The mindeater raised both long-fingered hands and a blanket of darkness fell across the room. My magical tendrils disappeared, and I lost my hold on my magical well. Nerras fired another arrow, but it simply fell to the ground the moment it left the bow, as if the darkness were a physical thing that stopped its flight.

“What the fuck is going on?” Nerras asked. He cast his arrow away and drew his sword.

“Can you do anything, Ulenor?” I asked. The darkness in the room threatened to blot out the light provided by the small, glowing skulls set into the ceiling. Something about it felt oppressive, like the darkness pressed at my very soul.

Ulenor angrily read from his spellbook and gestured with his free hand. Pieces of stone crumbled from the wall, but instead of striking the mindeater they simply fell to the floor.

“Let’s see if he can block this,” Nerras said, stepping closer with his sword raised.

The mindeater held out a hand towards Nerras and the goblin man’s posture changed almost immediately. He lowered his sword and took a few calm steps closer to the mindeater.

“NO!” I shouted. Not knowing what else to do, I ran to Nerras, reached out, and slapped him across the back of the head.

“Ah!” He shouted, and took a few stumbling steps to the side. His sword came back up immediately. “Son of a bitch!” he shouted. “Thanks, Andrew.”

The mindeater made a wet noise that sounded like a laugh. It reached out for Nerras again, and the same thing happened. The soldiers’ willpower seemed to disappear and he lowered his sword.

“He’s controlling Nerras’s mind!” Ulenor shouted, taking a step forward.

Magic didn’t work against the mindeater, and he seemed to have the ability to prevent me from even drawing magic into myself. I raised my sword and moved in for the kill. There was no other option.

Nerras was only a few feet from the mindeater. The creature reached out with its long-fingered hands, and its face tentacles writhed in anticipation. I ran straight towards it, my sword ready. A lunge and thrust through the gut would do the trick.

The mindeater raised a hand towards me and everything fell apart.

I stopped in my tracks, feeling as if someone were forcing their way into my mind. My thoughts screamed inside my head, struggling to resist, but the mindeater was simply too strong. I watched in horror as I lowered my sword and slowly walked towards the mindeater.

I felt like a prisoner inside my own body, my own mind. My brain frantically tried to stop it, but my body continued walking towards the monster. Its face tentacles spread apart, revealing a toothy, circular mouth like what I would expect to find on a lamprey. It was horrifying. My heart pounded in my chest.

I thought of Zozella, who had been so good to me and given me blessing after blessing, even though she risked punishment from a higher god for interfering with the lives of mortals. Of my wives, who had become my entire life in this new world. Even the goblin people as a whole and how kind and peaceful they were. I was about to let all of them down, and there was nothing I could do about it. I was completely helpless. I watched in horror as my feet moved on their own accord, stepping closer to the mindeater.

Ulenor angrily cast another spell, but it seemed to fizzle out at his fingertips. The wizard cursed loudly and flipped through his spellbook.

Nerras stepped close to the mindeater, and the creature reached out and placed a hand on the goblin man’s shoulder. Nerras’s body shook briefly and his face contorted as he tried to fight against the mind control, but he stayed in place.

The mindeater reached out towards me with its other hand. Its tentacles opened up again, giving me a view of that horrible mouth. My eyes focused on that circular mouth, filled with shark-like teeth. My heart thrashed as I struggled to break free, but I was completely helpless.

“I cannot wait to taste your thoughts,” it rasped. Its hand was only inches from my face, long fingers flexing and reaching for me. This was it. This was the end.

“No!” Ulenor shouted.

Moving shockingly fast for such an elderly man, he crashed into the mindeater like a football player. The action broke the mindeater’s control over Nerras and I immediately. Ulenor, however, stood no chance.

The mindeater staggered back, but wrapped its long, spider-like fingers around the wizard. Its face tentacles latched onto Ulenor’s head and pulled it towards that awful mouth. There was a sickening crunch as it bit through the front of Ulenor’s skull. The old man let out a horrible, blood-curling scream.

“You bastard!” I shouted and raced forwards.

My sword took the mindeater through the chest. I twisted the blade and pulled it out right as Nerras stabbed it through the ribs. Drawing my dagger, I rammed it into the top of the mindeater’s head, all the way to the hilt. It dropped Ulenor to the floor, then fell backwards in a heap.

I rushed to the wizard, struggling not to vomit from the horrible, gaping wound on his face. The mindeater had bitten through his forehead, but hadn’t gotten the chance to pull Ulenor’s brain out. Pulling deeply from my magical well, I tried to heal him.

Ulenor cried out in pain as the bones and skin of his face pulled together and regrew. I picked him up and held him tightly, and his frail body shook in my arms.

“Andrew,” Ulenor said weakly. “Please, stop.”

“I have to heal you!” I said. The hole in his forehead was almost completely closed.

“Please,” Ulenor whimpered. “I don’t have the strength for this. You’re killing me.”

When he said that, I immediately stopped my flow of magic into his body. Being healed took a lot of strength from a person. Ulenor’s declining health and advanced age made it especially hard on him.

“I have to heal you, or you’ll die,” I said, feeling my eyes well up with tears. Beside us, Nerras removed the mindeater’s head with his sword, ensuring the threat was over.

Ulenor shook his head. “Nothing can stop that now.”

Nerras ran up to us and placed a hand on Ulenor’s chest. “Is there anything we can do?” he asked. He winced at the hole in Ulenor’s head.

Ulenor gave a faint smile. “You can let me die in peace.”

“But we need you,” I said. “Your people need you. We can’t do this without you.”

“Yes, you can,” Ulenor said. “You have the power within you, Andrew. I knew that from the moment I first saw you. The tall, pale man that was destined to save us. You even look exactly as you did in my vision, a hundred or so years ago.”

I blinked away tears. “Wait a minute, I thought it was your father that had that vision. What are you talking about?”

“That was you the whole time?” Nerras asked. “Even back when our people were slaves? Who are you, really?”

Ulenor’s eyes stared blankly at nothing. His voice was barely a whisper. “Zozella, my love. I have done everything I could to help your people. I’m coming home to you, my darling. How I’ve missed you.”

With that, his final breath rattled in his throat.
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Nerras and I knelt there for several minutes, trying to wrap our minds around what had just happened.

“He’s gone,” I said. “It doesn’t feel real.”

Nerras reached out and closed Ulenor’s staring eyes, then sat there for a moment, silent. “He was a good man,” Nerras finally said. “He dedicated his entire life to his people. But his death leaves us with even more questions.”

“We’ll bring his body back to Holmar,” I said as I reached down and tore a strip free from his robe. “He deserves to be buried with his people, not up here.”

“He’ll be placed upon a funeral pyre,” Nerras said. “To free his spirit from this world. The entire nation will be in mourning.”

I gently tied the torn strip of fabric around Ulenor’s forehead to hide the half-healed wound there. No one needed to see him like that. Afterwards, I carefully laid his body on the floor of the cave, then stood.

The sword had to be nearby. I walked in a circle around the room, looking but seeing nothing.

“What’s that?” Nerras asked, pointing to a pile of stones at the back of the room.

I used magic to clear away the pile of head-sized rocks. A sword hilt stood up from the ground, as if the blade had been driven into the floor of the cave itself. I reached down and grabbed the handle with both hands and pulled. The sword slid out of the stone almost effortlessly.

“So, that’s it,” Nerras said, still kneeling next to Ulenor’s body. “That’s Eldrick’s sword.”

For being such a powerful magical item, Eldrick’s sword looked rather plain. It was a bastard sword, suitable for one or two-handed use, with a long, slender blade. The grip itself was wrapped with coarse hide that had miraculously held up over the years without rotting. The only sign that this sword was special was the writing on the blade itself.

I raised the sword and examined the blade closely. It looked like the writing I had seen in Ulenor’s spell book; the language of magic. Letters and words had been carved into the steel of the blade. I couldn’t read them, of course. Few people could.

I slid the sword through my sword belt and walked back to Nerras and Ulenor. The old wizard looked peaceful there, as if he were sleeping.

“At least his knees won’t bother him any longer,” I said, trying to find something positive to say.

Together, Nerras and I carried Ulenor’s body out of the cave. We laid him down in the back of the wagon, and then I used magic to pull all the heat from his body and freeze him. Without that, he would rot.

“At least it’s cold enough to keep him like that during the trip,” Nerras said. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

I took one last look at the cave, at the piles of bones and destroyed skulls surrounding us. This was a place of death; a place no one ever needed to find again.

“Hold on,” I said as I walked back into the cave.

The mindeater was sprawled on the ground where he had fallen, with his head a few feet away. I wanted to kick and beat the mindeater, to somehow get revenge for what it had taken from me, but in the end it was no more than a corpse.

I couldn’t take the chance of Vogrim somehow resurrecting the mindeater. I didn’t even know if that was possible, but I didn’t want the risk. So, I sent fire into the creature’s body. Flames erupted from its greasy skin and oily black smoke poured from its clothes. It smelled horrible, like char and death. I pumped more magical power into the fires, ensuring they completely incinerated the body and head.

I hurried out of the cave, and went straight to the wagon. I took Eldrick’s sword and wrapped it in a blanket, then set it in the back of the wagon. Once I climbed onto the driver’s seat, Nerras and I turned around and left. We set a faster pace than we had on the trip up here, as we were both eager to be gone from this place of death and sorrow.

Eldrick’s sword sat in the wagon, just behind me. One of the most powerful artifacts ever made. I had crossed a nation and fought a horrible monster to retrieve it. Perhaps I should have felt elated at such a victory, but I felt empty inside.

Nerras and I rode in silence. After losing Ulenor, neither of us really had much to say. The only time we talked was to decide who would take the first watch shift that night.

Day two passed in a haze. The initial stab of pain at losing Ulenor had dulled some, but it still felt like a blanket of sorrow smothering everything. We ate our meals numbly. I checked the wizard’s body every few hours, ensuring it was still preserved.

Late on the third day, we arrived back in Holmar. Archers atop the wall cheered as we passed through the gate, and I did my best to acknowledge them with a wave and a salute. Nerras just sat in his saddle numbly, not waving or speaking to anyone. We went straight for the temple.

When we pulled up in front of the temple, we were met with celebration and cheers. Teel and several temple workers stood at the top of the stairs, beaming smiles at us. Nerras and I dismounted without saying anything.

Cirro suddenly ran down the stairs, crashing into me as she hugged me. I held her back but didn’t say anything.

“I’m so glad you’re back,” she said. “I don’t even know where to start. The elves tried to start a war, Andrew.”

I just squeezed her.

Cirro looked up at me. “Hey, are you okay?”

I looked down at her and she saw the sorrow in my eyes. She looked over and saw Nerras walking up the stairs with his head down, then looked back at me.

“Where is Ulenor?” she asked.

I didn’t know what to say, so I just held her tightly.

“Andrew, where is Ulenor?” she asked, pushing me away and holding me at arm’s length.

“His body is in the back of the wagon,” I said after a pause. “We can light a funeral pyre tonight.”

“What?” Cirro asked. “No, no, no, not Ulenor. Andrew, tell me this is one of your bad jokes. Please.”

I just stood there, silent, and pulled Cirro back to me.

She sobbed against my chest for several minutes while I stroked her hair. Seeing that something was wrong, Teel hurried down the stairs and approached us.

“What is it?” she asked, her face filled with concern.

“Ulenor’s dead,” I said, my voice breaking.

Teel stared at me for a moment in shock. She quickly recovered, but I could tell she was shaken. “Every goblin alive owes him a debt. He’s practically the reason we’re all still here today. He will be remembered as one of the greatest heroes that ever lived.”

Wiping her eyes, she hurried up the stairs and began issuing orders to temple workers. They rushed towards the wagon and carefully pulled Ulenor’s body from the back. As cold as it was, he was still frozen.

“The pyre will be here, in front of the temple,” Teel said. “He was very devoted to Zozella, so it feels appropriate.”

“Come inside and get warm,” Cirro said, pulling me towards the stairs.

Having to explain to people that Ulenor had died made it feel sharp and acute, so I stayed silent when a few workers asked me how I was. Cirro continued pulling me through the mass of people, then took me deep into the sanctuary. We sat on a pew right in front of the statue of Zozella. I looked up at the goddess and felt guilt for letting her favorite person die.

“We need to talk,” Cirro said. “Although I don’t think there’s anything we can do about it now.”

What Cirro had said moments ago suddenly clicked with me. “Wait a minute. Did you mention war with the elves earlier? They finally showed up?”

She nodded. “At least, they tried. Thilli told me everything through the talking glass. When Elidyr came into the city a few days ago, he brought devastating news instead of trade goods. An elven army was on the march for Gillamoor.”

My eyes widened. “The elves that thought goblins should be enslaved again?”

“Yes, those,” Cirro said. “There were apparently three or four thousand of them. After capturing and killing several goblin scouts, they marched on the city itself and demanded everyone surrender.”

“Please tell me our archers put up a good fight,” I said. I couldn’t take any more heartache. If the city of Gillamoor had fallen to the elves, I wasn’t sure what I would do.

Cirro paused. “Well, yes and no. According to Thilli, they put up a fight, but there were simply too many elves to fight. They were going to swarm over the city like ants on a dead animal.”

“Please, Cirro, you’re killing me,” I said. “What happened?” It couldn’t have been too bad, or else she would be in tears.

“That ruby dagger that you gave Lossia? Well, she used it,” Cirro said. “She killed them all.”

I blinked. “Hold on. All of them?”

Cirro nodded. “Apparently so. They hurled magical attacks at Gillamoor and killed a few dozen archers before Lossia entered the fight. As Thilli tells it, the elven sorcerers were gearing up to tear the walls of Gillamoor down when Lossia killed them all. She blocked their attack, then sent waves of fire through the elven army, burning them all to ash. Then, the ground swallowed them whole.”

“I think you might need to elaborate on that last part,” I said.

Cirro shrugged. “I wasn’t there. That’s how Thilli described it. The ground just opened up and pulled every single elf down. There were no survivors.”

“Holy shit,” I said, running my fingers through my hair. “Oh, this is bad. This is really bad. Are they going to send more?”

“We don’t know,” Cirro said. “Elidyr said those elves were a bit of a rebel faction. They weren’t acting on the orders of the emperor, and in attacking they might have even drawn the emperor’s ire.”

“Well, hopefully being so thoroughly destroyed will teach them to avoid us in the future,” I said. I felt powerless in this situation, but grateful Lossia had handled things so.

I looked up at the statue of Zozella, and my thoughts raced. “Wait here for a second,” I said to Cirro. “I need to talk to someone.”

My heart felt as heavy as lead as I approached the goddess. My legs shook as I knelt in front of her, and all I could think about was the time she told me to protect Ulenor or else.

“Hey,” I said, unsure of how to even approach the topic. “I assume you know what happened.”

“I know everything, Andrew,” she replied. As before, her statue spoke directly to me instead of her voice sounding inside my mind like in Gillamoor. It was impossible to miss the deep sorrow in her words. “Ulenor gave his life for you and for my people.”

“I’m sorry,” I told her. “I tried to heal him, but he said it would have killed him. There was nothing I could do.”

I waited to hear her sharp rebuke, or to feel her stone hand crashing against my head. Instead, I was met with a moment of silence.

“Things aren’t always as they seem, Andrew. When one door closes, sometimes another one opens. Ulenor knew what would happen when he saved you. Remember that when you fight; that he gave his life for you.”

“Yes ma’am,” I said. “Who was he, by the way? Who was he, really?”

I looked up and saw Zozella smile faintly. “He was someone that sacrificed everything to save my people, simply because he loved me. Although after living a mortal life, he can finally come home.”

“Wait a minute,” I said. Ulenor had briefly told me that story, what seemed like ages ago. I wracked my brain and tried to remember it. “Dulios? Ulenor was the god Dulios? The one that Selemis punished because he interfered with the world too much? He was forced to live as a goblin after that, right? To live and suffer as a mortal because he apparently enjoyed being around them so much?”

Zozella looked down at me and her smile deepened. “I’m glad you remembered. While my heart breaks for the loss of Ulenor, I yearn to be back in the arms of my lover. Go, burn his body so that his spirit can come back to me, Andrew.”

I pushed myself to my feet, feeling almost dizzy from the revelation. All that time, Ulenor had been a god. It was a secret that he carried throughout his life, all the way to his grave.

Cirro’s eyes were wide as I sat down next to her. “I don’t even know what to say,” she said quietly, shaking her head in disbelief. “Everyone learns the story of Dulios in school. That was Ulenor?”

“Apparently so,” I said.

“I never would have guessed,” Cirro said. “Although I suppose he would have wanted it that way. He was ever the humble one.”

Allie approached us and stopped ten feet away. “I am sorry to interrupt you, but they’re preparing the pyre. He was apparently a very important man, so I imagine you’d want to see it.”

“Thanks, Allie,” I said. “How is your new life?”

She beamed a smile so big it nearly split her face in two. “I have never felt such happiness before. I believe I understand the meaning of the word ‘love’ now. The people here treat me so well, and together we are helping the other freed slaves build new lives. It is a beautiful thing.”

“I’m really happy for you,” I told her. She bowed her head, then turned and walked away.

Cirro and I sat there for a moment before moving. Finally, she sighed and stood.

“At least someone is happy,” I said.

“Let’s go say goodbye to Ulenor,” Cirro said to me.
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The crowd around Ulenor’s funeral pyre stretched for blocks in every direction. Everyone knew of the wizard and his contributions to goblin society, but I was the only one that knew that he had really been the god Dulios, punished for violating rules that the gods themselves had to follow. Well, Cirro knew as well since she had overheard our conversation. But outside of us, it was a secret.

We decided to keep things that way. Somehow, it felt better to have him remembered as a hero, as a spindly old man that risked everything, instead of a god in goblin form.

The priestess Teel stood at the foot of Ulenor’s funeral pyre, using magic to help project her voice as she spoke at length about all the wizard had done for his people. The crowd listened intently, and I saw quite a few people wipe their eyes. It took quite a long time to go through the list of all Ulenor’s accomplishments. He truly had dedicated his entire life to serving the goblin people.

I stood at the top of the temple stairs with Cirro next to me, her arm through mine. People surrounded us on both sides and on the stairs themselves. It made me smile a bit, despite how sad I was. Ulenor was quite loved.

“I miss him,” Cirro said. “He was a funny old man, and always so helpful and kind. Like a sweet grandpa.”

I turned and looked over my shoulder at the statue of Zozella. “Somehow, I don’t think we’ve seen the last of Ulenor,” I said.

“I certainly hope not,” Cirro said.

“Hey, guys,” Nerras said, clapping me on the back as he walked up.

“Hey, Nerras,” I said. “You doing okay?”

“I’m alright,” he replied as he looked out over the crowd. “Wow. I was expecting a lot of people, but this looks like half the city. I think that would make the old man smile if he could see all this.”

I wasn’t sure if Nerras had figured it out or not, so I held my tongue.

Teel finished her speech, then laid her hands on Ulenor’s bare feet and said a few quiet words. After that, she stepped down from the pyre and used magic to light it. The flames caught on the wood and slowly spread.

“It’s hard to believe this really happened,” Cirro said quietly. “So much has changed in the few months that you’ve been here. You’re like a whirlwind of chaos.”

“It’s only going to get worse,” I said, also quiet. Smoke began rising from the wood of the pyre. “The true challenge is still ahead of us.”

“We should leave for Gillamoor at first light,” Nerras said. “We should get there in time to help prepare for Iyva Serin.”

“That sounds good,” I said. “I could use a bit of happiness after all this.”

Cirro spoke up. “That sword you brought back—that was the one you were looking for, right? The one you’ll use to fight Vogrim?”

“Yeah,” I said. “That was the last thing I needed. All that’s left now is to take the fight directly to Vogrim himself. It won’t be easy, but somehow we’ll get it done.”

“How bad do you think it’ll be?” Nerras asked.

I rolled my shoulders. “Eh, I don’t know, to be honest. Vogrim is preparing an army; that much we know. A lot of this will depend on when his army leaves and how long it takes them to reach Gillamoor. If we can somehow get to Vogrim’s fortress while his soldiers are still marching, that’ll give us a huge advantage.”

Nerras looked up at me for a moment. “Are you saying what I think you are? Because there’s only one shortcut, and it’s a death trap.”

“I’ll find a way,” I said. I had to find a way, no matter what it took. We were approaching the end of the journey now, and there was no slowing, no stopping.

“Wow, look at that!” Cirro said as the fire spread across Ulenor’s pyre.

Thick flames consumed Ulenor’s body, leaving nothing but ash in their wake. A thick column of smoke rose from the pyre, and amidst the smoke a shape formed. It was like that of a large man, but with golden eyes and long, flowing hair. The shape hovered in the air for a moment, locking eyes with me. All around, the crowd gasped.

Thank you, Andrew, the spirit said directly into my mind. Thank you for all that you have done. You will be tested in the coming weeks as you finish this fight we began months ago. Never falter. I will always be with you.

“Thanks, buddy,” I said quietly as I watched Ulenor’s spirit float into the sky.

“What?” Cirro asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “Let’s go inside, guys. It’s cold, and the smell of burning flesh creeps me out.”

“I’ll ready my things for our trip,” Nerras said, then turned and walked into the sanctuary.

“Does he know?” Cirro asked as she watched Nerras walk away.

“I’m not sure exactly what he knows,” I said. “We’ll tell him on our trip home.”

“Home,” Cirro said, then repeated the word several times. “I never thought Gillamoor would be my home.”

“Same,” I said with a laugh.

But Gillamoor was my home, and I was grateful for that. I reached up and felt my ear, at the very slight point at the back of it, then looked at the size of my thick, muscular arm. I looked over at my beautiful Cirro, smiling up at me. She was pregnant with my child. All of my wives were, now.

“Come on, honey,” I said, turning back into the temple. “Let’s go get some sleep so we can leave for home tomorrow.”

Gillamoor was my home, and I couldn’t ask for anything better. No matter how hard I had to fight for it.

The end

Thanks for reading Goblin Settler! If you enjoyed it, make sure to check out the preorder for Goblin Conqueror, the fifth and final book in the series right here! Also don’t forget to leave me a review, as that's one of the best ways to help an indie author like myself. My cats still gotta eat, after all.

And hey while you’re at it, check out my patreon so you can read the next book early, as well as other writing projects of mine!
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