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Athick layer of snow coated the roofs in Gillamoor, giving the city that stereotypical winter wonderland look that was often so charming. Morning sunlight sent warm shades of orange and gold across the slumbering city. Wisps of smoke rose from every chimney and a veritable army of women with brooms and wide shovels kept the streets relatively free of snow. Some used magic to help melt the snow and keep the street clear. Red ribbons hung from many windows and sprigs of evergreen decorated the tops of door jambs. Many of the trees in the parks had been decorated as well.

“I’ve always found winter to be beautiful,” I said, standing in the doorway of the temple of Zozella. In my heavy coat and fur-lined cloak the cold didn’t bother me, but my breath misted in front of my face.

“There is a certain charm to it,” Lossia said, standing next to me. “I prefer being warm, but it certainly is pretty.”

“Where I grew up, it was warm all the time,” I said. “No mountains, either. Just warm or hot weather pretty much year-round and flat ground everywhere. So, snow and mountains have always been kind of special to me.”

Lossia sighed and leaned against me. I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and held her tightly.

“Living somewhere that’s always warm does sound appealing at times,” she said. “I think I would miss the different seasons, though. Although to be honest, I’m not quite used to the cold.”

“Same,” I said. “At least Trina made me some warm clothes, so it’s not too bad. And it’s not as cold as Holmar.”

We were both silent after my mention of the western city, as that was a reminder of what we had just lost on my trip to that city: Ulenor.

The ancient wizard that had been so helpful in building goblin society had bravely given his life to rescue me from the mindeater. I had been trapped in a mind control spell, mere feet away from having my face torn apart and my brain eaten, and Ulenor threw himself at the mindeater, giving his life so that I could break free from the spell and kill the horrible creature.

I had tried to heal him immediately after, but he was too weak to survive. Ulenor had died in my arms, and with his dying breath he had given up his true identity: the god Dulios, who had been punished and forced to live a lifetime as a goblin for his sin of meddling with mortal lives. It turns out Selemis, the god above all others, was kind of a dick.

Now that Ulenor was dead and his spirit released from this world, he would be able to rejoin Zozella, his lover. I wasn’t yet sure how all of that would affect me. But, to be honest, I had more important things to worry about.

I turned and looked over my shoulder, back into the temple. My eyes fell on the statue of Zozella, who had been so kind to me. I hadn’t spoken to her since arriving back in Gillamoor. I knew she wasn’t angry with me, but it just reminded me too much of Ulenor.

“Come on,” I said to Lossia. “Let’s go get warm.”

Arm-in-arm, we walked through the sanctuary and back to our room. The door stood open, and trills of laughter came through the opening.

When we entered the room, we saw Anna sitting on Cirro’s shoulders and reaching up for the top of the door jamb with red ribbons in her hand. Her balance was off, and the two kept nearly falling, which sent them into fits of laughter.

“Still at it, eh?” I asked.

“Of course,” Cirro said.

“With all that’s happened, I’m not missing this celebration for anything,” Anna said as she stretched her arms out, trying to drape a wide red ribbon over the top of the door.

“It’ll be a nice bit of peace in otherwise trying times,” Thilli said from the bathtub. Water was up to her chin, with her head leaning back against the rim and her eyes closed.

I opened myself to my magical well and sent a bit of heat into the tile floor, keeping the room nice and toasty. It was cold outside, and there wasn’t a fireplace in our room so it got chilly pretty quickly. Fortunately, the tile floor could hold a lot of heat. It would be warm for a few hours after that.

“Good morning,” Prazzi said as she entered our room. The tray she carried held a pitcher of steaming tea as well as five cups. She smiled as she looked around. “I see you’re getting ready for Iyva Serin.”

She set the tray on a nearby table and Anna finally climbed down from Cirro’s shoulders. The two ladies went right for the tea and began pouring it in cups.

“It’s my favorite time of year,” Cirro said. “Everything is covered in snow and decorated, sitting around the fireplace.” She looked around the room. “Well, no fireplace in here, but you get the point.”

“Aren’t you working on a house, though?” Prazzi asked.

“Lossia has been handling much of that,” Cirro said.

“I’m hoping we can start moving into the house in a couple weeks at the latest,” Lossia said. “There will still be some finishing to do, but it’ll be livable.”

“I can’t wait,” I said, smiling down at her. My own house, with my four beautiful wives. It felt like the beginning of a truly wonderful life.

“Oh, this is good,” Anna said, sipping on the tea.

“A bit more spiced than the usual brew,” Prazzi said with a smile. “I figured something like this was better for the holiday season.”

“Should we go decorate our house?” I asked.

Lossia thought for a moment. “Honest, I’d rather just finish it. Thorny and Marcus will be doing the windows today. I’m sure they would appreciate some help.”

I nodded. “I’ll be there. At least we can focus on something positive for a change, right?”

“You guys go on ahead,” Thilli said. “I’m not leaving this bathtub today.” She channeled a bit of heat into the water, until steam rose from its surface. Anna laughed at her.

“Glad to be home?” Cirro asked me.

“Yeah,” I said. “Holmar definitely isn’t for me. Neither is York, for that matter. I’m glad to be back in Gillamoor. And I’m excited for all this to be done so we can truly start our lives.”

“Oh, I guess,” Thilli grumbled, sitting up in the bathtub. She looked at the water as if she never wanted to leave, but finally stood. Anna walked up and handed her a fresh towel.

“I suppose I should get ready as well,” I said, downing half of my tea in a single gulp. It was a spiced blend that reminded me of chai. “This is great, Prazzi,” I said.

“You’re welcome,” she said with a smile. “Do you need anything else before I go?”

I looked back at my wardrobe and thought for a moment. “Yeah. I’ll need something from Trina, so could you have her come see me?”

“Uh oh,” Cirro said with a mischievous look in her eyes. “We all know what that means.”

I laughed. “Yeah, I suppose so.”

Cirro’s eyebrows wiggled. “Let me know if you need any help with her.”

“How much time are you going to have for that sort of thing?” Thilli asked. She used magic to draw the water from her hair.

“Honestly? Not a lot. Today and tomorrow maybe, while we’re celebrating, but mostly I need to focus on fighting Vogrim.”

She nodded. “Well, just do what you can.”

My mention of Vogrim led to a moment of silence in the room. After months of fighting and preparing, it was time for me to kill the thousand-year-old sorcerer that had been such a menace to my people. Whether I was ready or not, I had to do it soon, as he was building an army to bring death to Gillamoor and beyond.

“I’ll handle the soldiers today,” Thilli said as she walked over to her wardrobe. I watched her round bubble butt move with every step and couldn’t help the smile that spread on my face. She grabbed a pair of breeches, then turned back to me and began pulling them on.

“I’ll try to make it out there tomorrow,” I said.

“You should,” she replied. “It’s been a bit since they’ve trained with you. They need to see your face and be reminded of your capabilities. They hide it well, but a lot of them are terrified over the upcoming fight.”

“You’re right,” I said. “I’ll make sure I’m there tomorrow morning with you.”

“Have you decided how you’re going to do it yet?” Thilli asked. “Fight Vogrim, that is.”

I frowned as a hundred possibilities came to me. Vogrim was preparing an army and they would be marching straight for Gillamoor, we just didn’t know precisely when. Plus, I wasn’t certain that Vogrim himself would be with that army.

“I’m going to take a handful of people and go straight to his home and kill him there,” I said. “What’s it called, by the way?”

“What’s what called?” Thilli asked.

“The mountain where Vogrim has built his stronghold.”

“Oh,” Thilli said. “I’m sure it had a proper name at some point in time, but we call it Mount Doom.”

“How unoriginal,” I muttered. “I can’t be certain that Vogrim himself will be with this army, and I’d rather not wait for them to arrive here. So, I’m going to take some men to Mount Doom and kill him there.”

Lossia laid her hand on my arm. “Please be careful, Andrew. We’ve come too far to lose you.”

I wrapped both arms around her and kissed her on top of her purple head. “You won’t lose me, Lossia. I’ll be pestering you for the next hundred years.” She giggled and hugged me back.

“How are you going to fight him?” Thilli asked.

My eyes went to the corner of our room, where Eldrick’s sword and shield leaned against a wall.

“I have the tools to do it,” I said. “I suppose I just need to practice with them. Do you want to help me test out the sword and shield?”

“Well, of course I do,” Thilli said as she pulled on her black vest over her dark gray shirt. “You just say when and I’ll be there.”

“It’s really happening,” Cirro said. “After five years of this, the end is finally near. I almost don’t believe it. People used to fear that this would never end until the goblin people were dead. But now, we have hope.”

“And sooner than you think,” I said with a wink. “But let’s put off thinking about it for a day or two. No harm in that. I’d like to enjoy my first Iyva Serin.”
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After a round of hugs and kisses, we all left the room. Cirro and Lossia walked arm-in-arm through the temple, and Anna gave Thilli a long, tight hug before they parted.

I was glad to see Anna and Thilli growing so close. While Thilli was one of the few goblin women that wasn’t bisexual, she still loved Anna and they spent a lot of time together. Of course, if Anna had her way they’d be sixty-nining on a daily basis, but sometimes just a bit of love was enough.

I stepped into the sanctuary and my eyes immediately went to the statue of Zozella. A pang of guilt hit me right in the chest as I looked up at the beautiful goblin goddess. I hadn’t spoken with her since arriving back in Gillamoor yesterday, so it was probably time I did that.

There were only a few people seated on the pews in the sanctuary, mostly older goblins praying. I went right to the statue of Zozella and knelt before it, placing my hand on her foot.

“Hey,” I said. “Uh, should I be addressing you a certain way? Like ‘my goddess’ or something? As I’ve said, I’m not very good at this whole praying thing.”

After a brief pause, Zozella looked down at me and smiled. “Hello, Andrew. You may address me however you wish. Your actions are more important to me than your words. Is there something weighing on your mind today?”

“Of course there is,” I began, but she spoke up.

“As I told you before, do not worry yourself over the loss of Ulenor. It was tragic, yes, but his soul was freed and now I have Dulios back. After nearly a century without him, I finally feel complete again.”

“How is he doing?” I asked.

“He is well,” Zozella replied. “After being punished by Selemis, he is cautious about interacting with any mortals, but I can assure you he is glad to be back. And, he is also grateful for all that you’ve done and all that you will do.”

“Can I talk to him?” I asked.

Zozella shook her head. “As I said, he doesn’t feel comfortable interacting with mortals. Remember, he was punished for meddling with their lives too much. But trust me when I say that he is happy. Besides, he’s still too weak. It will take him some time to recover.”

“Maybe we can build a statue for him,” I said.

“I’m sure he would appreciate it,” she said. “Maybe you can build it right here, next to mine.”

I made a mental note to do exactly that. It would be good to be able to talk to Ulenor—Dulios—again.

“In two days I’m going to start preparing to fight Vogrim,” I said. “It feels a bit surreal, something like that suddenly right in front of me.”

“Stay strong, and give no thought to quitting,” Zozella said. “I believe in you, Andrew. You have what it takes to be victorious.”

“Thank you,” I said, and stood. “I won’t let you down.”

“I know,” she said, and one of her hands came to rest on top of my head. “You never have.”

Well, at least I had a goddess on my side. That had to count for something, right?

After that, I left the temple. My to-do list was pretty full, so I wanted to get started on things.

I walked down clean streets and smiled at the snow and decorations everywhere. Goblins enjoyed color, and that was on full display as I traversed the city. Red ribbons decorated the front of every house, and hung from the skeletal branches of wintering trees. Many had used magic to keep red flowers alive and blooming this late into the year. Sprigs of evergreen trees had been woven into wreaths that hung on many doors, as well.

I passed by a large park, the one where we traded with the elves, and saw a shallow depression had been dug in the center, far from any trees. Logs were being stacked and arranged there, as if for a massive bonfire. That would happen tomorrow night, Iyva Serin proper, a celebration of the night the goblins fled from their former elven masters. Fitting that the center of the celebration was the same place where elves now came to us for trade.

I thought on that as I passed by the park. While I was north of Holmar retrieving Eldrick’s sword, a band of several thousand elves had attacked Gillamoor, apparently against the wishes of their emperor. Or at least, they had tried to attack. Using the ruby dagger that was a sort of magical battery, Lossia had killed every single one of them. Since that day, there had been no word from the elves. The silence was almost as concerning as a declaration of war would have been. What were they planning? We had to prepare for the worst, although fortunately Lossia had proven we could defend ourselves against a large party of attackers.

After a few minutes, I came to the mayor’s house. I hadn’t seen him since returning to the city, so I figured it was time to catch up. I knocked three times and waited.

“Coming, coming,” his voice called out from behind the thick wooden door. He opened the door and stood there for a moment.

“Andrew,” he said. “It’s good to see you, my boy.” But his voice sounded anything but. “Please, come in.”

He stepped aside and I entered his house. I went straight into the living room and sat down. Without asking, Mayor Beezle brought a bottle of wine and two cups. He poured wine for each of us, then took the seat next to me.

“To Ulenor,” I said, raising my cup.

“To Ulenor,” he intoned, and we both drank.

“It’s hard to believe he’s gone,” the mayor said after a moment. “He’s been here with us since the beginning, helping to guide us. He even helped build the city itself when he was young. The city walls were Ulenor’s idea.”

“He will be missed, but his legacy lives on in our hearts and minds,” I said. “And in school lessons, I suppose. Anna said she will make sure every child learns of Ulenor and all the things he did.”

“How bad was it?” Beezle asked. “Did he suffer much?”

I didn’t want to tell him the truth, but there was no way around it. “Yeah,” I said quietly. “I tried to heal him but he said he was too weak and couldn’t survive it. His health had taken a turn for the worse a few days before we went to fetch the sword.” I sighed. “But, he welcomed death with open arms, and said he was going home to be with Zozella.”

I hadn’t told the mayor about Ulenor’s true identity. After discussing it with Cirro, we decided to keep that secret to ourselves. Better that Ulenor was remembered as a person, a hero, instead of a god being punished.

Mayor Beezle wiped his eyes with a thumb and forefinger. “Let’s focus on happier topics. I heard from King Freg two days ago. After your visit to York several months ago, seventy-two women have been confirmed as pregnant.”

That statement hit me harder than I had expected. My wives, Trina, Prazzi being pregnant filled me with joy. But seventy-two more women? And more directly to the point, seventy-two more children. Assuming a similar success rate with the rest of the women I had been with, that would mean I had around two hundred children on the way, possibly more.

I took a long pull from my wine cup. “That’s a lot of kids,” I said.

Mayor Beezle nodded. “Not an entire generation, but certainly enough to help strengthen us. Although, gods willing, soon Vogrim will be dealt with and things will return to some semblance of normal.”

“So, what will my children be?” I asked. “Once Vogrim is dead and that threat is gone, will my children be viewed as strange half breeds from a time where concern outweighed sense?” That was the last thing I wanted.

“Oh, of course not,” the mayor said, shaking his head. “Your children will forever be a sign of our willingness to do anything to save our people. Your children will be our future. If anyone does decide to attack us, they will face a stronger goblin nation than they imagined.”

“Good,” I said, still feeling slightly in a daze at the notion of having more than two hundred kids on the way.

“Speaking of Vogrim, how goes the preparations?” the mayor asked. “Ulenor did a lot of the work, gathering supplies for your trips. I’ll do my best to help with this one.”

“Fortunately, I should have a new wagon that will help with that,” I said. “Tonight, Thilli and I are going to test out Eldrick’s sword and shield. Once I have a solid grasp on how to use them, we’ll start our trip north.”

“This all happened so fast,” the mayor said, taking a sip of his wine. “I feel like it’s only been a few months since you arrived.”

“It has,” I said with a chuckle. “A lot can happen in a short amount of time if we’re sufficiently motivated.”

Mayor Beezle nodded. “How is the house coming?”

“I’m going to see it right after this,” I said. “From what I understand, it’s mostly done. We could probably go ahead and move in, to be honest. It just needs a bunch of finishing work.”

“Well, you just let me know what you need and I’ll get started on it,” the mayor said, drinking the last of his wine. He stared at his cup for a moment. “Wine for breakfast. Huh.”

“We’re mourning,” I said softly. “It’s okay.” I downed the last of my wine and stood up. “As always, mayor, it’s been a pleasure. I’ll stop by in the next day or two and let you know what we need for the trip to Mount Doom.”

“Thanks for stopping by, Andrew,” he said. “It’s always good to see you.”

“Try to move around some,” I told him. “Don’t let yourself sit around, moping all day. I miss Ulenor as well, but he wouldn’t want you to be miserable.”

Mayor Beezle nodded. “You’re right.”

After that, I left the mayor’s house and walked across town to Temple Gardens, the neighborhood where we were building our house.

Unlike the houses downtown, which were often right next to each other similar to rowhomes, the houses in Temple Gardens were notably larger, with each one having a full yard. I smiled as I walked by one particularly large, three-story house, imagining my kids playing in a front yard like that. Of course, that reminded me that I was going to have more than two hundred kids. I’d need a hell of a backyard for family reunions.

Cirro and Lossia sat beneath a small canopy. A small campfire was next to them, close enough to provide warmth but with enough distance to minimize any risks of igniting the canopy. When I got closer I saw Thorny and Marcus in there as well.

“Hey, guys,” I said with a wave as I approached.

The fire offered a bit of pleasant warmth, and I took a nearby stool and sat down next to Cirro. She immediately reached over and took my hand in hers.

“How are Virgil and Dalt?” I asked.

“They’re pretty much back to normal, now,” Thorny said. Beside him, Marcus grunted. “Just a few minutes of exposure to that rain left them essentially useless for almost a month.”

“Can’t say I blame them for not being here,” I said. “I wouldn’t want to risk it either.”

“They’re making some furniture for you,” Marcus said. “A wedding gift, they said.”

“It’s almost livable,” Cirro said, smiling at me.

I looked over at the house. It was a tall, two-story stone mansion with a sharply peaked roof and a single turret at one corner. Most of the arched windows had glass in them, now. All that was missing from the front view was the door itself.

“Yes, it just needs finishing,” Lossia said. “Much of that, we can do while staying inside. We’re going to try to make a door today, and then…. Well, to be honest, I want to go ahead and move in. I don’t care if the interior is unfinished. I want to live in our house.”

“I totally understand that,” I said, clapping my hands and rubbing them together. “So, let’s get this done, then. Let’s build a door.”

“Come with us, my love,” Lossia said to Cirro.

“I’m barely strong enough to make a difference,” Cirro protested.

“Yes, but working with magic will make you stronger, and you’ll learn more,” Lossia replied.

“We’re going to stay by the fire for another few minutes,” Thorny said with a grin. “Call me crazy, but I like being warm.”

Together, the three of us walked through the thin layer of snow to the side of the house, where lumber had been neatly stacked. Magic had been used to keep the wood dry and free of snow.

I opened myself to my magical well and allowed Lossia to pull through me, and Cirro did the same. I watched as Lossia grabbed a stack of boards, using magic to levitate them across the ground, and walked to the front of the house with us in tow.

Lossia stood there for a moment, frowning at the open doorway. Made from thick stone, it required a wide door with an arched top.

One of the boards, roughly an inch thick, probably ten inches wide, and nearly twenty feet long, separated from the rest. Lossia wove magic into the wood itself, forcing it to change. The board bent right in the middle, forming a curve that matched the arched doorway. She moved the wooden door jamb closer, then used concentrated blasts of air to trim the ends. That done, she set the wood in place.

“Can you use those mallets there to set it in place?” she asked, pointing just inside the doorway.

Cirro and I hurried through the doorway and grabbed the two mallets. Instead of metal or wood, the heads of the hammers were made of leather, rolled up tightly. We used the mallets to beat the wooden jamb into place, squeezing it into the stone doorway.

“Perfect,” Lossia said with a smile.

After that, she grabbed three more boards and raised them into the air. These were much thicker than the one she had used for the jamb, and she set them all side-by-side, then used magic to join them together as if they were a single piece of wood.

“Amazing how quickly you can do that,” Cirro said, her face scrunched as she concentrated on the magic that Lossia worked.

“Anyone can do this with some practice,” Lossia replied.

Using more blasts of air, she trimmed the bottom of the wood even, then chopped off the excess wood at the top and set it aside. Then, she moved the door blank closer to the door jamb and began trimming the top, one piece at a time, until it fit snugly within.

“Just like that,” I said, watching her in amazement. “I think that’s the fastest anyone has ever made a wooden door.”

Lossia blushed. “Thanks. I just want to move in as soon as possible. Although I won’t lie, I’ve grown used to having Prazzi around to take care of everything. Living here on our own will be the first time in my life I’ve been without servants.”

“Yeah, as much as I hate to admit it, we might have to hire a servant,” I said. “We’re going to have our hands full, with a million kids running around. So, what’s left?”

“The outside is mostly done,” Lossia said. “It just needs a few things. Most of the work that needs to be finished is on the inside. We need to build some walls, the doors, and of course we need furniture.”

“Can I try making the next door?” Cirro asked. “After watching you, I think I can do it.”

“Of course,” Lossia said with a smile. “Let me use Andrew’s power to move all the wood inside.”

We stepped away from the front door and Lossia used a hefty dose of magic to lift the remaining boards. She brought them into the house, into what I supposed would be a large living room, and stacked them neatly on the floor.

“You have that look on your face,” Lossia said, looking up at me. “You’ve got somewhere else to be, and you can’t wait to leave.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I’m heading to the wainwright after this.”

“Oh, for the new wagon? Go,” she replied. “Go, I know that’s important.”

I pulled both Cirro and Lossia into a tight hug, then kissed both of them. “I love you both so much,” I said.

After that, I hurried down the road to the wainwright’s shop.
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Ifound myself chuckling a bit as I walked to the wainwright’s shop. It was near the mayor’s place, which meant I should have gone there first instead of my house. But, I was excited to see the place. It really was coming together nicely. Sometimes emotions can supersede logic, and that’s alright.

The wainwright’s shop came into view and I picked up the pace a bit. When I got there, I walked right in the front door. As usual, Fennel’s father stood behind the counter, scratching away with a quill at a ledger.

“Good morning, pops,” I said. “I’m here to see Fennel about the wagon.”

“Hmm?” He looked up and smiled when he saw me. “Ah, Andrew. Go right in. He’s been expecting you.”

I went through the door in the side of the office and entered the workshop proper. In there I noticed two things: My wagon, complete with minotaur skull and rubber suspension, and my new wagon-car. Fennel turned and his face brightened when he saw me.

“Andrew! Just the man I’ve been waiting on. Come here, let me show you this contraption.”

I crossed the room and went to Fennel, then shook his hand. Seeing both wagons there was rather interesting, as I could see the evolution of transportation taking place.

My original wagon was relatively straightforward, but Fennel had created a sort of basic suspension for it using rubber balls. The rear had a few inches of travel, which made a huge difference on bumpy roads. Due to the manner of steering wagons used, the front was much more basic; essentially just rubber bushings insulating the front subframe from the main chassis. It had maybe an inch of travel up front at the most, but it did a great job at smoothing out bumps on the roads.

Next to that was my wagon-car that I had designed with him. Using magic, we had created a pile of roller bearings, after which I built a basic front subframe, like what you would find in a car. Fennel had taken it one step further and doubled the front control arms.

That whole mess was mounted to a modified wagon frame. The bulky front suspension took up plenty of room in the front, causing the front seat to be moved back, similar to where it would be in a car. Or a truck, perhaps. That left a mostly open rear section of the wagon, minus the space used for the basic, rubber rear suspension.

“I tell you, this is the most incredible thing,” he said, walking over to the wagon-car. “The rear suspension was simple, as I had already made that for your other wagon. Building the front was an absolute nightmare, I won’t lie. I tried my hand at making springs, like in your drawings. That took a dozen tries, as I kept making them too stiff. Well, I think I got it right. The front bounces a bit, but it’s night and day difference.”

“This is incredible,” I said, running my hand over the side of the wagon. It was ugly, like a kid building some weird contraption out of mismatched legos. Yet at the same time, the progression in technology it represented was absolutely beautiful.

“How about the magical engine?” I asked, looking around.

“Yes, that’s on the rear axle,” Fennel said, moving behind the wagon-car.

We both moved to the rear and bent over to get a look. Sure enough, the boxy magical engine, something we had gotten from the elves, was mounted on the center of the rear axle within a wood and steel frame. A lever stood out from the top, with a long rod connected to it. The other end of that rod mounted closer to the front, where it met with another lever, and that one emerged from the wagon floor and stuck up right in front of the seat.

“This is how you control the speed,” Fennel said, pointing at the lever in front of the seat. “When you pull on this, it pulls on the lever on the magical engine itself, and the wagon speeds up.”

“How about the steering?” I asked. Visions of leather-wrapped steering wheels flashed in my head, but I knew we weren’t there yet.

“This lever, right here,” he said, pointing to one in front of the driver’s side of the front seat. “It’s a bit more clunky than I’d like. I think I can work out something that’ll be smoother. But for now, just slide that lever to the side in order to turn. I had to limit the travel, else the front wheels would crash into the frame.”

“Fennel, I think we’re making history here,” I said. “All we need to do now is create a body for it; something to block wind and rain. And, considering what I’ll be using it for, to deflect arrows.”

The goblin worker nodded. “I had some ideas about that as well. I tried some steel panels, but they wound up being too heavy. It slowed the wagon down a good bit. If I could make the steel a bit thinner, I think it would work better.”

“Well, I’m back now, so feel free to use my magical power if you need more,” I said. “Also, if we place the steel at angles, it’ll deflect things better.” In my mind, the angled front of a Lamborghini Countach sprang into existence. Except, of course, made from wood. And with wagon wheels. Not nearly as cool.

“Yes, I should take advantage of that while you’re here,” Fennel said. “I’m good with shaping metal, but when we’re talking a large piece, it gets tiring quickly. Having access to your magical pool will help greatly.” He shrugged. “I suppose I could do it the old way, with a hammer, but the thickness is less even that way. It’ll be stronger if we use magic.”

“Alright, let’s do it,” I said, opening myself to my magical well. “I’m ready.”

Fennel nodded, then his face took on a look of intense concentration. I allowed him to reach into my magical well, and he pulled a hefty bit of magical power into himself. He stopped and blinked for a moment, looking a bit surprised.

“I had almost forgotten how powerful you were,” he muttered. “No worries.”

After that, he fetched a piece of steel that was leaning against the wall. It was just a flat panel, but even from ten feet away I could tell it was thick and heavy. Using magic, Fennel hefted it into the air, then sent it over to the forge. Some magical energy directed into the coals got them glowing white-hot, and shortly thereafter the steel was also glowing. After that, Fennel transported the steel to his anvil, and then went to work.

He kept a tendril of heat energy trickling into the steel, maintaining its temperature. While that was going, he sent multiple tendrils into the metal, forcing it to stretch. After a few minutes, he had doubled the width of the piece. It was now roughly as wide as the front of the wagon, and maybe two feet tall. It still had enough thickness to provide decent protection, too.

“That’s perfect,” I said. “Can you make another one the same size?”

Fennel wiped sweat from his brow with his forearm, then nodded. “I don’t know how you handle this much magic all the time. It’s exhausting.”

I shrugged. “I suppose I’m just used to it.”

I could tell he had been trying several things, in terms of pieces of steel for the body of the wagon-car, as he used magic to fetch another sheet of steel exactly like the first. As he had before, he sent the steel into the hot coals and used magic to get it nice and hot. Then, he brought it over to the anvil and went to work, using his magical tendrils to push and shape the steel.

Working with magic had an interesting quality where one could make things just so. If you wanted a perfect circle, all you had to do was envision one and use enough magic to force the object to bend to your will.

With that in mind, Fennel stretched the sheet of steel out until it was the same size as the first one. I walked around to the front of the wagon and tried to envision what I wanted. My initial thought had been a sloping front end, like an old Lamborghini. Now that I stood in front of the wagon-car, the shape in my mind began to change. Now, I pictured the two pieces coming together at an angle, like an old plow. The excess metal could wrap around the sides, providing a bit more protection, or even be used to extend the plow further up.

“Bring them over here,” I said to Fennel.

His brow furrowed as he pulled even more magic into himself. Sweat broke out on my forehead at the amount being drained from me. Fennel walked over to the front of the wagon-car, two sheets of steel floating behind him. I held my hands a few inches apart and touched my fingertips, explaining the plow-like shape I wanted.

Fennel frowned for a moment, then nodded. He pulled even more magic into himself, then both of the sheets of steel moved to the front of the wagon. Together, we adjusted their position some, and then he went to work.

Using magic, he welded the two pieces together at roughly a ninety-degree angle. Then, forcing more magic into the steel, he curved them, so that the bottom stuck out, just like a plow. It was much wider than the wagon, so the excess metal curved around, protecting the wheels and the front of the wagon.

“Make it higher,” I said, pointing to the top of the plow. “And add some tabs on the back to make it easier to mount.”

Fennel took a deep breath, then began shaping the back of the plow. Small bits of metal protruded from the back, forming into two inch-by-two inch squares that rested on the front of the wagon at several locations. After a moment, he extended some of the metal tabs so that they hooked onto the front. After that, he was able to reduce the amount of magic he held, as the plow stayed in place on the front of the wagon-car by itself.

“Just a moment,” Fennel said, taking a few deep breaths. “I’m going to need some wine, after this.”

“You and me both, buddy,” I said.

Two blocks of steel launched themselves into the hot coals. Once they glowed yellow, Fennel brought them both over to the wagon and got to work. Sweat beaded down his face, and not just from the heat of the steel. The two bars of metal melded into a single piece, then Fennel used his tendrils to stretch that piece out. Once it was as wide as the front of the wagon, he attached it to the top of the plow, then continued stretching it, pulling it along the same angle as the plow.

“Good,” I said. “Now curve it over the top a bit.”

“You won’t be able to see,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Make a small opening for that,” I replied. “Actually, make a pretty large opening. I’ll test it out, and we’ll add some bars to it before I take it north.”

Fennel nodded. He continued stretching and pulling at the metal, curving it from the top of the plow into what would be the roof of the wagon-car. The steel was thinner there, but still strong enough to help. After that, he cut two holes in the front, right where the driver and passenger would be looking through the metal. The holes were about one foot square.

Finally, he released his hold on my magical well and sagged in place. He reached out and placed a hand on the wall to keep from falling. To be honest, I didn’t feel much better.

I took a good look at the wagon-car. The front end was shaped like a wicked plow, as wide as the wagon and with the bottom roughly a foot from the ground. That plow front continued up, then curved back like a steel windshield and roof. The two holes allowed for decent visibility.

If Mad Max had been filled with wagons, they would have looked like this.

One thing I noticed was that the front of the wagon barely sagged after placing the steel on it. I mentioned it to Fennel, and he nodded.

“Aye, as I said earlier, I kept making those springs too stiff. Honestly, they’re probably still too stiff, but I suppose that comes in handy with this ridiculous armor on the front.” He looked at the front end of the wagon-car for a moment and stood in front of it, noting that the bottom of the plow came to about mid-thigh on him. “By the gods, Andrew, what do you plan on using this thing for?”

I looked at the front end for a moment and grinned.

“Plowing through minotaurs and orcs.”
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Looking at the wagon-car, only one thought came to mind: I wanted to take it for a test drive.

“One question,” I said. “How does it stop? Does it have brakes?”

“Just push the lever that controls the magical engine,” Fennel said. “Push it into reverse and it stops the wagon pretty quickly.”

“Alright, that does it,” I said. “Climb in, Fennel. We’re taking it for a test drive.”

His eyes widened a bit. “But, it’s nowhere near complete.”

“Nonsense,” I said. “The suspension works, the steering works, the engine works. It’s got this ridiculous plow on the front. I think it needs to be tested out, so we’ll know what needs to be done.”

Fennel chuckled a bit and shook his head. “I don’t think people are going to know what to think when they see this monstrosity.”

“Tell them once Vogrim is dead, we can put a more conventional body on it and make more. Although I suppose people will need garages, then. And parking spaces.” I thought for a moment about our house, and decided to tell Lossia to build us a small garage along the side.

Fennel moved to the front of his shop and raised the bar holding the doors shut. After that, he pushed one open all the way, then the other, so that we had clear access to the street.

“Hey, pops,” Fennel called out. “We’re taking this new wagon for a ride. See you in a few.”

I climbed up the rear wheel, then moved into the driver’s seat. With the angled steel in front of me and only a 1-foot hole to look out of, I felt like I was in some form of medieval tank. It dawned on me that I basically was.

“Awesome,” I said as I settled into the driver’s seat. Fennel sat next to me and gave me a slightly anxious look.

I took hold of the steering lever and tried to push it side to side. As expected, it took a lot of muscle to move it, since the wagon was stationary. Placing my hand on the throttle, I gently pulled it back an inch.

The magical engine emitted a gentle hum and the wagon-car moved forward. It was slow, only one or two miles per hour, but it moved.

“This is amazing!” I said, grinning so hard it almost hurt.

Using the steering lever, I guided us through the doors and onto the street. Now that we were moving, it was much easier to turn those front wheels. The steering radius wasn’t great, but it was sufficient to get us onto the street.

Several gasps of shock came from nearby people on the street. I stuck my head out the window so they could see I was the one driving the wagon-car.

“It’s okay!” I called out. “Nothing to be concerned about, just testing a new wagon!”

Of course, that didn’t help much. I turned the wagon-car toward the south and pulled the throttle back another inch, which had us moving about as quickly as a fast walk. With the roof above us, I couldn’t stand up and console people, so every few minutes I just stuck my head through the opening in front of me and shouted that everything was fine.

Several women screamed and ran, but most watched in wonder at the wagon that moved without horses. Fennel and I hollered like excited children as we drove down the street. The suspension did a fine job of soaking up all the bumps, although the front bobbed up and down like a car with blown shock absorbers.

After a moment, we approached the front gate. One of the archers nudged his fellows and pointed at us. After a few exclamations, all of the archers watched in wonder as we drove through the gate.

“What is that thing?” one of them shouted as we exited.

I turned around and waved at them. “The future!” I shouted back.

Once we left the city, I decided to see what the wagon could do. I gently pulled back on the throttle lever and the wagon-car gradually sped up. We bounced around on the seat, as the ride quality was much better than a conventional wagon but we still had steel tires transferring every bump to the rest of the wagon.

“How fast have you taken this thing?” I asked.

“Not very,” Fennel replied. “I’ve only moved it forward and backward a few feet to test it.”

“Well then, here we go,” I said, pulling the handle back further.

Considering the magical engine was just a modified rotisserie turner, I didn’t expect much speed. We topped out at probably ten miles per hour. Fennel held onto the side of the wagon for dear life as the front end creaked and groaned. It dawned on me that the plow-like front end was essentially just clipped onto the wagon chassis, with no bolts or anything similar connecting it. With that in mind, I pushed the throttle forward hard enough to change directions, which effectively worked as a brake. It stopped pretty quickly.

I pushed the lever a bit more and we slowly reversed. After turning the steering lever to one side, I pulled on the throttle and turned back onto the road.

“A perfect three-point turn,” I said, gently pulling on the throttle.

I kept the speed lower on our return, probably about five miles per hour. Until the front end was properly fastened, I didn’t want to risk it.

“I’ll need more speed,” I said to Fennel, who looked to be calming down a bit.

“More?” he asked, incredulous. “I’ve never gone that fast before, except for riding a running horse.”

“I need to be able to plow through minotaurs and orcs,” I explained. “Since we can’t make the engine go any faster, we’ll need larger rear wheels.”

Fennel frowned for a moment. “Yes, I see what you mean. I need to rest after our earlier work, but I’ll try to get started on it later.” He turned and looked over his shoulder at the rear of the wagon-car. “I’ll have to move the rear suspension up a bit to make room for the larger wheels.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “If we can get a bit more speed, that’ll help a ton. I still don’t know if this will be fast enough to do what I want, but maybe if I sharpen the front edge of the plow I can do some damage with it.”

Fennel paled a bit upon hearing that.

“Don’t worry, Fennel,” I said. “Once Vogrim is gone, we’ll make peaceful versions of this.”

“I look forward to that,” he said.

As we approached the gate again, the archers all waved at us. I reached out through the opening on the side and waved back. Fennel did as well. He seemed a bit more comfortable in the wagon-car once we were back in the city and traveling at a slower pace.

Apparently, word had quickly spread, as people lined the street and watched in wonder as we drove by. Several of them said my name as we passed them, as if simply saying it was me was an explanation for whatever weirdness they saw.

I slowed to a crawl as we approached the wainwright shop, and turned into the opened doors. The steering was indeed crude and more than a bit wonky, but it was enough to get the job done. I’d worry about a custom Momo steering wheel later.

I pushed on the lever enough to bring the wagon-car to a halt in the center of the shop floor, right next to my old wagon. I looked over and saw Fennel’s father watching us with wide eyes. In all his years, I was certain he had never seen anything like this monstrosity.

After crawling out of the back of the wagon, I shook Fennel’s hand. His earlier nervousness had melted, and he grinned ear to ear now.

“I can’t compliment you enough on this, Fennel,” I said. “You took my crude drawings and built something incredible.”

“Ah, I couldn’t have done it without your crazed ideas,” he replied. “I can already see ways to improve upon this and build different versions for people to use. All we need are more of those magical engines.”

I nodded at that. “One of the elves—Elidyr, the guy we’ve been trading with—gave us a book on how to enchant things. Perhaps we can use that to make some of these ourselves. Especially since now we know our problems with the elves aren’t gone.”

Fennel’s grin turned into a frown at the mention of the elves. It was a difficult topic; the elves had come to capture the entire city and Lossia had instead killed every last one of them. Goblins were pacifists at heart, so while the victory had been celebrated, that much death cast a shadow across people’s minds.

I took one more look at my old wagon, with the minotaur skull mounted above the driver’s seat. So many memories came to mind upon seeing that wagon; traveling down south to fight Odewyn, the necromancer, and then later to the Drowned Lands, where I fought and killed the plague beast. Thilli, sitting next to me and placing her feet on my lap so I could rub them. Nerras, saving my ass time after time. Cirro leaning her head on my shoulder as we traveled to Holmar.

I tried not to think about the end of that trip, when Ulenor had died.

“I’m going to do some work on this as well,” I told Fennel. “Actually, hold off on the larger rear wheels. I’m going to see if I can increase the speed magically. I’ll see you in a couple days. Whatever you haven’t finished by then, we’ll do together. And if you need to do something difficult, feel free to send someone to the temple to fetch me.”

“Can do,” he said, turning to look at the plow-front wagon-car.

It was such a ridiculous-looking thing, with that sharp, angular front end mounted to a wagon. But, I was going to drive it to victory over Vogrim.

After that, I said goodbye to Fennel and began walking home to the temple. A small crowd of people stood near the entrance to the wainwright’s shop, gawking through the open doors and trying to catch a glimpse of the wagon-car.

“What was that thing?” a woman asked me as I walked by.

“Just a wagon with a funny front end,” I replied with a smile. “We used magic to propel it, instead of horses.”

“Amazing,” she said, moving to look through the doors again.

I chuckled and walked away. This would be the first of many new inventions. In a few years, goblin society would be so much more advanced than their neighbors that the elves and orcs would be begging to buy our goods.
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The brisk walk to the temple helped keep me warm. That thought reminded me that modern cars used heat from their internal combustion engine to heat air and keep the interior warm. Without that, I’d have to think of something else. There was probably something magical that would handle things.

I hurried up the stairs and entered the sanctuary. A small handful of women sat on the pews, offering prayers to their goddess. Their youthful good looks were practically a sign that said they were there for me.

Prazzi approached me as I entered the sanctuary. As usual, she was all smiles. Her stomach still had only the slightest bump in it, but it made me glad to see. As she stepped closer to me, I immediately pulled her into a tight hug.

“Good afternoon, Andrew,” she said.

“Hey, Prazzi,” I replied, kissing her on top of her head. “How are you doing today?”

“I’m well, thanks,” she said. “Are you resuming your duties today?”

“Yeah, I need to get back on that,” I said. “I have other things to focus on, though, so only a few today.”

“Trina should be here shortly,” Prazzi said. “She was pretty excited when I told her you wanted to see her.”

“I suppose I’m building up a fan club,” I said with a laugh.

“It’s time for lunch,” Prazzi said. “Go ahead and go to your room and I’ll have someone bring some food for you in a few minutes.”

“Thanks, Prazzi,” I said. I bent down and kissed her softly on her lips. “You really make life more enjoyable.”

“Oh, stop,” she said, blushing. She pushed me away with a smile, then left, heading towards the kitchens.

I glanced at the women in the sanctuary, then went to my room. The moment I got in there, I channeled some heat into the floor tiles. Once I felt heat radiating into the room, I hung my cloak and coat in my wardrobe and sat on a nearby chair. Then, I pulled my boots off.

My mind was still racing as I relaxed on the chair. There were so many directions we could go with the wagon-car. Of course, right now all I wanted was an armored killing machine. But once all that was done, we could make cars for people to drive around. Trucks to haul supplies and building materials instead of struggling with wagons. I thought about how stone was often cut several miles to the north and then brought into the city on wagons, as well as lumber from down south. Goods could be shipped between cities in a few days instead of a week. This would completely change so many aspects of goblin life.

We would have to build rest areas, or maybe small towns at halfway points between the cities. If travel took off, then people would be stopping at roughly the same place. If the trip from Gillamoor to York could be made in two days, a small town at the halfway point would do well just supporting the travelers.

No more horses meant no more horse shit on the roads, too. That would be a huge benefit. Also, travelers wouldn’t have to carry extra food for the horses, nor would they have to worry about their animals breaking legs or getting stones caught in their hooves.

Of course, we would also have to worry more about things like stop signs and pedestrians getting run over. And as soon as someone learned how to refine natural rubber into something a bit tougher, we’d make pneumatic tires. All these steel wheels would be death on the stone streets.

“Here you go, honey,” Prazzi said as she entered the room with a tray held in her hands.

She set it on the table next to me and removed the lid, revealing a large bowl filled with steaming stew. I was accustomed to the lighter fare goblins often ate, but this had a hearty, spiced smell like it was filled with sausage and potatoes.

“This smells great,” I said, grabbing a spoon.

“It’s a special stew,” Prazzi explained. “We eat this every year around Iyva Serin.”

“What’s in it?” I asked.

“Sorry, secret recipe,” she said with a wink.

I laughed and dug in. It tasted even better than it smelled.

“Oh, Trina should be here soon. So make sure you’re all cleaned up by then,” Prazzi said. She flashed a smile at me, then left the room.

As for me, I sat down with my bowl of stew and devoured it. I was right on the sausage and potatoes, although I wasn’t entirely sure what the rest of it was. A lot of things I had never eaten before. Either way, it was fantastic.

Once I was done with the stew, I went over to the washstand and brushed my teeth. With Trina coming over, I wanted to make sure I was fresh. My timing was spot on, for as soon as I spat into the bowl, someone knocked on the door jamb.

I turned and saw a beautiful, smiling trina leaning against the door frame. She looked as good as ever, with her functional work pants hugging her hips and butt and her breasts straining her shirt.

“Someone told me you wanted to see me,” Trina said, still smiling.

I went over to her and immediately pulled her into a tight hug. We stood there for a moment, just holding each other.

“It’s good to see you again, Andrew. Sometimes I fear you’ll forget me when you’re surrounded by all these young, beautiful women.”

I laughed. “There isn’t a thing in this world that could make me forget about you.”

After a moment, she finally pulled away and walked the rest of the way into the room. My eyes stayed glued to her bottom as she walked past me.

“So, what was it you needed?” Trina asked.

“First off, how are you doing?” I replied.

Her smile faltered a bit. “Well, at least my morning sickness has subsided for now. And it’s not nearly as bad as the last time I was pregnant, ages ago.”

“Other than that, you’re doing well?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said with a smile. “Thank you for asking, Andrew.”

“I just want to make sure you’re doing well. Remember, if you ever need anything, come see me and I’ll do everything in my power to help you,” I said. “As for today, I just need some cloaks. One for me, one for Nerras, and…. Well, to be safe let’s say five cloaks, all in white. Probably lined with fur, if you have any. If not, just make them nice and thick.”

“White cloaks?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Yeah,” I said. “To blend in with the snow.”

“Why would you need to blend in with the snow?” she asked. “Going hunting?”

“So we can sneak up on an army,” I replied.

“Oh,” she said, her smile fading. No one liked to be reminded of how close we were to war. She forced a smile and changed the subject. “So, do you want to pay now, or later? I noticed there are several beautiful young women outside, waiting on you.”

“Tempt me too much and I’ll pay you now and later,” I said, walking up to her.

She smiled as I approached her. I reached down and took her face in my hands, kissing her tenderly. My hands went to the front of her blouse, where I began unlacing it. She did the same to me and pulled on my breeches.

We split for a moment while she pulled her shirt off over her head, revealing her huge breasts. It amazed me how high and firm they still were, considering she was nearly seventy. But then again, it amazed me how the rest of her looked at that age, as well. I closed the door, then stepped out of my breeches on the way to her.

Trina hurried to the bed, giggling as she unlaced the front of her work pants. She bent over, slowly sliding them down over her big, round ass. I stood there and practically drooled on the thing. I was once again amazed at just how voluptuous this four-and-a-half foot tall woman was.

She stepped out of her pants and turned to me just as I reached her. Our lips met in a kiss of passion and my hands went straight to her ass, squeezing it good and hard. Using my grip on her ass, I lifted her from the floor and set her on the edge of the bed. With her seated there, we lined up perfectly.

I had intended on going down on Trina and giving her several orgasms, but she reached down and grabbed my cock and immediately rubbed it against her wet slit. Taking her cues, I began pushing it inside her, and soon I was giving her long, full-length strokes. We kissed, our tongues exploring each other’s mouths.

“Oh, how I’ve missed this,” she said breathily as I thrust inside her again and again.

She moaned against my lips and her fingers tangled in my shaggy hair, holding our faces together. I leaned forward and Trina moved back, sliding several feet back onto the bed. I hurried onto the bed and pushed myself into her again, then hooked one of my shoulders behind her knee. That allowed me to get incredibly deep in her.

Trina moaned loudly and I gave it to her slow, deep, and hard. We really savored every moment, our lips rarely leaving each other’s. After a moment, she reached down and began massaging her clitoris in small circles. I repositioned myself slightly so her hand wasn’t bumping into me, and continued working her.

We kept at it, and after several minutes Trina’s eyes squeezed shut and her entire body trembled as she orgasmed. I picked up the pace, pounding her fast and hard as she came, and she threw back her head and hollered my name.

After that I released her leg and laid on top of her. Her arms went around me, holding me tightly against her as we kissed. Once her breathing slowed down a bit, she smiled up at me. Her eyes shone with unshed tears.

“Are you alright?” I asked, stopping.

She reached down and grabbed my hips, pulling me into her. “Don’t you dare stop,” she said with a laugh. “I’m sorry, pregnancy tends to make me emotional.” She pulled my face back down to hers and we went back to kissing.

After a moment she pulled away from me so we could reposition. Initially, she got on all fours, putting that beautiful ass of hers right in my face. With a big smile, I placed a kiss right on one of those perfectly round cheeks of hers, then moved up behind her. I slipped my cock inside her and began thrusting, marveling at the way her ass bounced each time my hips slammed into it.

It only took a few minutes of that for us both to stop. While I loved the view, we both wanted something more intimate. I laid back on the bed and stuffed a pillow beneath my head, while Trina crawled on top of me and straddled my erection. She smiled at me as she reached between her thick thighs and lined it up with her, then sank down on it.

My hands slid up her thighs and grabbed onto her ass, squeezing it as she rode me. Watching her giant breasts bounce with each thrust was quite the incredible sight.

Trina finally leaned forward so we could kiss again. I loved the feeling of her massive breasts pressed against my chest, and I wrapped my arms around her as we kissed. She moaned against my lips, and I eventually approached the point of no return.

My muscles tensed up and I squirted my cum deep inside her. Trina practically tried to strangle me with her tongue and worked her hips up and down, slamming that beautiful ass of hers against me, milking every drop out of me.

When we were done, I lay there, breathing hard. Trina laid her head on my chest, tucked just beneath my chin. She wiggled her bottom a few times and giggled as I reached down and grabbed it.

“I love how you touch my butt,” she said.

“I’ll do more than just touch it,” I said.

She sighed happily and we stayed that way for several minutes, just enjoying each other’s bodies. There was a certain softness to Trina’s body that I absolutely adored. She could lay on top of me all day and I wouldn’t complain.

Eventually, though, she kissed me and straightened up. The sight of her curvaceous frame sitting on my lap was enough to drive me crazy. Without some crazy blessing from Zozella, I wasn’t able to go again so rapid-fire as I had before. Still, after a moment of Trina sitting on me, I felt my body start trying to pump more blood down to my crotch.

Trina smiled at me. “I would stay here all day if I could, but I suppose I should let you get some work done. Those other girls will be waiting.” She leaned down and kissed me again, then raised her hips off me.

I reached down and slapped her on the ass as she crawled away. She giggled and glanced over her shoulder at me.

“You let me know whenever you need something,” she said as she bent over to grab her pants. I knew she did it on purpose, giving me such a view, and I absolutely loved it.

I relaxed in my room for a moment once Trina left, then eventually went over to the bathtub and grabbed a clean washcloth. After wiping myself down, I took a drink of lukewarm tea and opened the door.

“Next!” I called out.
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When my wives came back that evening, I was absolutely worn out, even after a thirty minute nap. Trying to please that many women without the blessings of a goddess was damn hard work. Zozella’s blessings tended to be a bit over the top though, so I didn’t want to risk a softball-sized nutsack while traveling on a bumpy road to kill Vogrim.

I pushed myself up from the bed and crossed the room to them as they entered.

“You look tired,” Cirro said as she walked up and hugged me.

“I’m exhausted,” I replied. “How was your day?”

“It was good,” Cirro replied. “We got a lot of work done on the house.”

“We started on the interior walls,” Lossia added as she walked up and hugged us both. She stretched up onto her toes and kissed me, then smiled and kissed Cirro. “Thorny and Marcus were a big help. They know more about interior work than I do, and furniture as well. Tomorrow, we’ll continue working on the walls, and I think they’re building a bed for us.”

“It had better be a big one,” I said, looking over at the huge bed in our room. “This one is barely adequate.” I wasn’t the best judge of things, but it looked similar to a king-size bed. But, when a bed had to hold five people, size was important.

I told them about my wagon-car, and they listened with a mixture of doubt and laughter. I couldn’t blame them; from the way I described it, it sounded like a ridiculous made-up story.

“And we’re taking this ridiculous thing north?” Thilli asked.

I frowned. Until that moment I hadn’t really thought about any of my wives going with me. Thilli had accompanied me on two of my expeditions and had proven herself a valuable fighter with both a sword and with magic. Cirro wasn’t a fighter, but she certainly made travel more enjoyable. And around a week ago, Lossia had leveled an entire army by herself, something that had shaken the goblin people so much they barely spoke of it.

“Who’s coming with me?” I asked. “Nerras will be there, of course, but which of you are planning on coming as well?”

“You can count me in,” Thilli said firmly. “I wouldn’t miss this for anything. I want to fight for my people.”

I looked over at Cirro, and she laughed.

“I love you, Andrew, and my people as well, but everyone knows I’m not a fighter. I would only get in the way.”

Anna nodded slowly. “I’m a teacher. I’ve been working to gather up the stronger magic users in the city for when Vogrim’s army gets here, but I know nothing of battle or fighting. I think I would be better off helping the city prepare.”

Lossia just shrugged. “I suppose I’ve shown what I can do.”

“Oh, you’re definitely coming with me,” I said to her. “Also, I need your help with something involving the magic engines. Remind me in a minute.”

“So, what’s your plan?” Thilli asked, grabbing one of the chairs near me. She sat down and crossed her legs, waiting for my answer.

I had to think for a moment on how to explain my plan, as there were still some uncertainties to it, plus a hefty dose of risk. But with Nerras, Thilli, and Lossia with me, I felt like I could conquer the world.

“So, we’ll head north,” I began. “We’ll need a bit of luck, or at least good timing for this to work. We need to wait until Vogrim’s army leaves his stronghold and starts marching here, since it takes several weeks for them to do that. While they’re marching, we’ll take a shortcut across the Black Lake and head straight to Vogrim, so I can kill him. Once that’s done, we’ll take the same shortcut south, conduct a bit of guerilla warfare to weaken Vogrim’s army as much as possible, and fight the remainder of them here at the front gate in the city.”

Thilli blinked for a moment, but it was Anna that spoke up.

“You can’t take a shortcut across the Black Lake, Andrew,” she said flatly. “That’s just not possible. The spirit that lives in the lake kills anyone that gets close, and she has a particular hatred for men. Everyone knows this.” She shook her head. “Although she cries about revenge and justice all the time, so maybe if you can figure out what she wants, you’ll have a chance.”

“I think you should make an alternate plan,” Lossia said. “Maybe you can go around the lake somehow.”

Thilli shook her head. “The lake is the only break in the mountains right there,” she said. “That’s why it takes so long to make the trek from here to Vogrim. If you could make it a straight shot, it would take a week at most, instead of a month or more.”

I nodded. “Ulenor explained it to me a while ago.” I held up a hand and counted off on my fingers. “So far I’ve defeated Odewyn the necromancer, the plague beast, and the mindeater. I’m pretty certain I can handle this elven spirit.”

“I admire your confidence, but the thought of even getting close to that lake fills me with terror,” Anna said.

“I’ll be careful,” I assured her. “I promise.”

“So, what was it you wanted me to help you with?” Lossia asked.

“Ah, yes,” I said. “That book that Elidyr brought, the one about enchanting objects—can you look through there and see if there’s a way to alter the two magical engines he brought us? I need them to turn faster. If there’s a way to put more power in them, I’ll do whatever it takes to get it.”

She nodded. “I’ll get started on it tomorrow morning.”

“Thanks, love,” I said, kissing her on top of her head.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m tired,” Cirro said, walking over to the washbasin. “Working on that house wore me out.”

“I think we’re all tired,” Thilli said.

Anna shrugged. “Actually, I feel okay.”

“Don’t make me throw something at you,” Thilli said, but her lips twitched into a smile.

“I dare you,” Anna said. She walked over to Thilli and plopped herself down on her lap, then wrapped both arms around her. Thilli smiled and hugged her back.

“Let’s get some sleep,” I said, stifling a yawn with the back of my hand.

“You’re usually a bit more energetic, even in the late evenings,” Lossia said, reaching out and taking me by the hand. Together, we walked over to the bed.

“I think you’re used to the version of me that’s blessed by a goddess,” I replied. “The guy that’s able to have sex ten times a day and still have the energy for each of his wives after. Without those blessings, it’s a lot harder. I’ve had sex four times today, and I am just plain worn out.”

Lossia unlaced her dress and pulled it over her head. “Well, let’s make it five before you go to sleep.” She smiled and winked at me.

I laughed. I couldn’t say no to my sweet Lossia.

“Why do you get him and not me?” Anna said, hopping up off Thilli’s lap.

Lossia turned and looked at Anna. “If you want to join, I won’t say no.” Her sudden smile was downright devilish.

“I would usually leap at the opportunity, but I’m just too tired,” Cirro said.

“You and me both,” Thilli added.

“Come here,” Cirro said, holding an arm out to Thilli.

Thilli just raised an eyebrow.

“Oh, fine,” Cirro said. She walked over to Thilli and sat on her lap, then wrapped her arms around her and hugged her tightly. Thilli chuckled and hugged Cirro back, and the two beauties just sat there, cuddling tightly.

Anna pulled off her blouse and pushed her skirt down over her hips as she walked to the bed. When she arrived, she crawled onto the bed and immediately began kissing Lossia. They rolled over so that Lossia was on her back, with Anna straddling her hips as if she were riding her. Their lips were locked together, so I decided to crawl up onto the bed behind them.

I moved between Lossia’s thick thighs and let my hands run over Anna’s perky bottom. I spat on my fingertips and wiped it on Lossia’s pussy, then began rubbing the head of my cock against her. She was hot as an oven, so I pushed myself inside her with ease. I held onto Anna’s hips while thrusting in and out of Lossia, then after a few minutes I pulled out and entered Anna.

I was too tired for anything too wild, so I just kept doing that for a while, swapping between the two women. Eventually, Anna climbed off Lossia and began sucking on her clitoris while I pounded Lossia’s sweet hole. We kept that up until Lossia was shaking with orgasmic bliss, then after a brief rest the two women switched places.

Lossia lapped at Anna’s clit like a starving woman at her first meal in a week. When I moved between Anna’s slender thighs, Lossia took a moment to suck on me, good and hard, before guiding me inside Anna.

After having cum so many times in one day, I had to give it to her pretty hard and fast just to get off. She certainly didn’t mind. Anna moaned loudly while tangling her fingers in Lossia’s hair. She came twice in the time it took me to approach orgasm.

Lossia noticed a change in my breathing and looked up at me.

“I want your cum,” she said, positioning herself right in front of me, her eyes eagerly watching me thrusting in and out of Anna.

I pounded Anna as hard as I could and my fingers dug into her waist as I reached the point of no return. Lossia grabbed my cock and shoved it in her mouth, sucking hard on it. The sensation was incredible and immediately pushed me over the edge.

While I lacked the otherworldly qualities that had come from some of Zozella’s blessings, her original ones would stay with me forever. So, even though that was my fifth time orgasming that day, I shot a thick wad of cum across the back of Lossia’s tongue. My body tightened and my muscles tensed as she sucked every last drop out of me and licked every bit of Anna’s juices from my cock.

After that, I was spent. I practically collapsed on the bed and barely felt the energy to pull myself to the pillows. Once there, I melted into the bed and refused to move. The rest of the world could wait.

Lossia laughed when she saw me sprawled out. “Cirro sleeps like that.”

“And you love it!” Cirro called out. She was still seated on Thilli’s lap, with the two women holding each other tightly.

“Mmhmm,” I said, my eyes closed. “Good night.”

I heard my wives chuckling as they undressed and tidied up, but I didn’t feel them climb onto the bed, as I was already asleep.
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If there was one thing I’d learned in life, it was to never underestimate what a good night’s sleep could do. Even after exerting myself so much the day before, getting ten hours of sleep made all the difference. I woke feeling refreshed and ready to take on the new day.

As usual, Thilli woke with me. I looked over and saw her smiling up at me, her beautiful violet eyes on mine. I placed a kiss on her soft lips, then squeezed her tightly to me.

“I love you so much,” I told her. She smiled back at me, then stifled a yawn delicately behind a slender hand.

I was used to Lossia sleeping on my other shoulder, but to my surprise I woke with Anna’s head on me. I placed a dozen kisses on her face, running from her temple down to her lips. She smiled, her eyes still closed.

“Someone’s happy this morning,” she said sleepily.

“Couldn’t be happier,” I replied, pecking her on the lips.

“What’s got you in such a good mood?” Thilli asked. Next to her, Cirro began to stir.

“You,” I said, pulling her close to me. She giggled and snuggled against me for a moment.

“Happy Iyva Serin,” Lossia said with a yawn. “Oh, I’m looking forward to this. Life has been too stressful lately. It’ll be nice to just relax for a while.”

“Oh shit,” I said. “Iyva Serin is today? How do we celebrate?” I stretched my arms over my head and threw back the blanket. The room was chilly, so I sent a bit of heat energy into the floor tiles to warm the place.

“There are a number of customs,” Lossia explained. She pushed herself up and swung her legs over the edge of the bed, then addressed me over her shoulder. “It’s customary to walk a lot, to help remember how we fled the elven lands. We also eat some specific foods, often while walking. Houses, trees, and even people will be decorated with red ribbons to commemorate those that gave their lives. And once the sun sets, we light a bonfire.”

Something suddenly occurred to me, so I decided to check if my assumption was correct. “I know when the goblins fled the elven lands they walked all night and the next day to get away. Where was the first place they actually stopped?”

It was Anna who answered. “Gillamoor,” she said with a faint smile. “The story isn’t entirely true; our ancestors walked for a week straight to get here. But Gillamoor was the first goblin city. It grew from a ramshackle camp, little more than hundreds of pieced-together tents, into the city you see today.”

“The elves didn’t pursue?” I asked.

“They did,” Anna replied. “When our parents and grandparents left Isenasera, they killed many of their former masters in the middle of the night and burned their houses. Many of the elves were too busy dealing with that to follow us, although a number of them did try to hunt us down. The goblins fought hard with what little tools they had; in many cases, just tree branches cut into crude spears. Those strong enough with magic used that. Ulenor’s father was the one that fought the hardest, killing hundreds of elves, ensuring the goblin people could escape.”

I avoided mentioning that it had been Ulenor himself that had done that, not his father. To help conceal his identity, he simply changed his name and pretended to be his own son after a time. Shortly after the goblin cities were first founded, from what I understood.

“It’ll be nice to take a day off,” I said, although deep down I wondered if I truly had that luxury. There were still many things left to do in preparing for my fight against Vogrim, although I assumed everyone would be too busy celebrating to get any real work done today.

We all crawled off the bed and went to the washstand to clean up. Everyone was in a good mood that morning, even with the dark history of Iyva Serin.

Prazzi came by and had servants run a fresh bath for us, and Cirro and Lossia hopped right in. They took turns washing each other’s hair and probably spent more time playing and kissing in the bathtub. Spirits were high that morning, and it was great to see my wives so happy.

“Should I wear a red jacket?” I asked. My one red jacket was a bit thin for the weather, but at least I had a fur-lined cloak to go over it.

“You should absolutely wear a red jacket,” Thilli said with a smile as she sorted through her clothes. While she wore her customary black boots and breeches, she pulled on a red shirt and matching red vest. Her cloak was still black, making her look like some kind of fictional goblin vampire queen.

“Have I ever told you how gorgeous you are?” I said to her.

“Oh, stop,” Thilli said with a blush.

A knock came at the door. I figured it was Prazzi or another servant, so I called out for them to enter the room.

The door opened and Prazzi stepped in.

“Good morning everyone,” she said. “And happy Iyva Serin! Andrew, you should know that something came for you last night. You were too tired to deal with it then, so I decided to wait until this morning. It’s a barrel from York, and it stinks.”

My ears perked up at that. “Hold on,” I said, shrugging into my red jacket. I didn’t even bother buttoning it before grabbing my fur-lined cloak. “Take me to it,” I said, swinging the cloak around my shoulders.

“What’s this?” Cirro asked. “A stinky barrel from York? Did they send fish?” She wrinkled her nose.

Thilli and Lossia laughed. Being near the coast, fish was a big part of the diet in York.

I followed Prazzi out the door and into the sanctuary. She immediately turned right, towards the doors, but instead walked to that nearest corner. A large wooden barrel had been placed there, and even before we reached it I could smell the gasoline. Despite that awful smell, I smiled.

“What is that horrible smell?” she asked, covering her nose with a hand.

“That is the smell of Vogrim’s army dying,” I said. She gave me a look and I shrugged. “Well, not literally.”

“I had the workers set it there, as the man that brought it said it was highly flammable and I wanted to keep it safe. But that smell is just awful.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I’ll put it outside, near the corner of the building.”

“The sooner the better,” Prazzi said, wrinkling her nose.

I chuckled, but totally understood. Gasoline smelled horrible, and it was a smell that lingered.

I opened myself to my magical well and pulled a moderate amount of power into me. Reaching forward, I grabbed the top edge of the barrel and shook it. From the sloshing inside, it was only about halfway full. Perfect.

Using magic, I lifted the barrel into the air. It followed me as I exited the temple and walked down the broad stairs. There weren’t a ton of places to stuff a barrel filled with gasoline, so I levitated the barrel to the outer corner of the building and set it gently on the ground. I was partially tempted to bring it to the blacksmith’s forge, but I didn’t know if he would even be working due to Iyva Serin. Just in case, I decided to walk to the smithy.

The streets were mostly empty that morning, probably because people were busy having a festive breakfast with their friends and family. Holidays tended to be like that.

A young woman hurried up to me, red ribbon in hand and a smile upon her face.

“This is for you,” she said, reaching up.

I bent over and she draped the ribbon around the back of my neck, letting each end hang in front of my shoulders. She giggled and hurried away.

I smiled at the gesture and continued on my way. Glancing through windows, I saw families sitting around tables, smiling and talking with each other. It was great to see my people so happy.

On the way there I passed by the park where we traded with the elves. I found myself wondering what would become of our trade, since a group of them had tried to attack the city and been utterly slaughtered by Lossia. Only time would tell.

When I arrived at the forge, I found it cold and empty, just as expected. Brovar, the blacksmith, lived right next door so I decided to try there. Hopefully he wouldn’t mind the interruption.

I knocked a few times, then took a step back and waited. After a moment I heard his voice, saying he’d be there in a moment. When he opened the door, his face brightened into a smile upon seeing me.

“Andrew! It’s good to see you,” he said, reaching out to shake my hand. “Have you eaten yet?”

“Actually, I have,” I said. “I’m sorry to bother you on a holiday, but I just wanted to see if you had been able to finish that tank.”

“Of course!” he said. “And no worries about today being a holiday. Going to the forge, be back in a moment,” he shouted inside, then closed the door behind him. “Come,” he said to me.

I followed him into the forge. He unlatched the door and walked across the room, where a large steel tank stood. It was about the size of a desk, perhaps four feet long and two and a half feet in diameter.

“That looks perfect,” I said. “And you tested it to make sure it was water-tight?”

Brovar nodded. “I spent a lot of time on that. Every square inch of this is exactly the same thickness. There are no weak points to speak of, with the exception of this filling hole, here.” He pointed at a three-inch diameter hole in the top with a thick, raised ridge around it. “I have a cap that goes over this and locks down pretty tightly. A few whacks with a hammer will ensure it’ll never move, once this thing is filled.”

“I can’t thank you enough for this,” I told him. “Once this is complete and put in place, it’s going to do some real damage to Vogrim’s army.”

Brovar paled a bit at the mention of that. “Sometimes I try to forget that war is coming, but I guess that’s just not possible.”

I clapped him on the shoulder. “No, but thanks to your help, our chances of winning that war just rose significantly.”

He forced a smile. “Well, I guess there’s that.”

A horn sounded, high and long. My head snapped around at the sound.

“Elidyr?” I asked aloud.

It looked like our trade agreement was going to survive the elven attack after all.
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Brovar had a strange look on his face after hearing the horn. It appeared his thoughts were similar to mine.

“I’ll come see you tomorrow,” I said. “We’ll finish up the tank and prep it for our fight.”

“It’s going to be awful heavy if you’re filling it even half full of liquid,” he said.

“Don’t worry, I’ll bring something that can carry it,” I told him with a grin.

I left Brovar so he could return to his family and started my trek back towards the park in which the trades took place. It only took me a few minutes to get there.

When I arrived at the park, the horn blew again. It could have been my imagination, but I swore there was a frantic edge to the note this time. I looked around the park; the large table remained in place, so I went there and waited. Even though the table was empty, I leaned against it and waited on Elidyr.

Five minutes later, Lossia and Cirro approached from the opposite direction. Their heavy breathing suggested they had walked rather quickly to get here so quickly.

“Looks like trade is still going,” I said as they approached.

“We don’t have anything for them,” Lossia said. “We weren’t expecting this, not after the attack.”

“Well, I guess we’ll see what he wants, then,” I said.

“Something about this is strange,” Cirro said. “From what you’ve told me, this Elidyr fellow doesn’t think like the other elves, but I still find it odd he would continue making the trek here after what happened.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” I said, my eyes on the road in front of us.

“Well, I see him,” Lossia said, crossing her arms. “Although I don’t see any guards surrounding him like usual.”

I squinted down the road, seeing nothing. It took a few minutes for me to finally see him. Just as Lossia said, it was just Elidyr and his driver. The two guards that usually accompanied him were notably absent.

I tried not to make things too awkward when his wagon pulled up. After waiting on him to climb down from the wagon, I walked up to him and offered my hand. He shook it, but I could tell by his face that he was troubled.

“Hey, Elidyr. It’s good to see you. So, what’s the bad news?” I asked, noting that his wagon held no trade goods. I took a step back towards the table and sat on the edge of it.

He looked from me to Lossia to Cirro, then back. “Right to it, I see,” he muttered. “Yes, it’s good to see you as well, Andrew. May I ask who this beautiful young woman is next to the princess?”

“I’m Cirro, one of his future wives,” she said, her voice flat.

Elidyr bowed surprisingly low. “It is an honor to meet you, Lady Cirro.” He then turned back to me and paused for a moment before speaking. “I have been sent as an envoy from Emperor Laeryth, Andrew.”

“The emperor?” I asked, sliding off the table and standing up straight.

Elidyr nodded. “He is on his way to your city as we speak. As I have the most experience dealing with you and the goblin people, I was chosen to give you advance notice.” He smiled faintly. “It’s an incredible honor, especially considering I’m merely a servant and not a member of any House.”

“When will he be here?” Lossia asked.

“The emperor and his retinue are in the forest, only about two hours south,” he replied.

“Why is he coming here?” I asked. “Does he seek vengeance after his people attacked us?”

Elidyr took a deep breath. “I do not believe so. He doesn’t speak much to one such as myself, but from what I gathered he is more interested in meeting you. And you, Princess Lossia. I gathered that his reasons for visiting are peaceful.”

“I suppose we should ready our forces,” I said. “Line the path with soldiers.”

“Why would we give the leader of our enemies an honor guard?” Lossia asked.

“Two reasons,” I said. “Showing respect for his position will go a long way towards putting him in a better mood and making him easier to deal with. And second, if he’s surrounded by armed soldiers, he’ll probably be less likely to try anything stupid.”

“So he’ll be here in two hours?” Lossia asked.

Elidyr cleared his throat. “Upon my return to the emperor, he will make his journey into the city.”

I looked at Lossia and Cirro. Neither of them looked particularly pleased, and both looked more than just a bit concerned. But there was little we could do at this point.

“Alright, we’ll prepare,” I told Elidyr. “Go ahead and return to him. Let him know we’ll receive him in peace.”

Elidyr bowed his head. “Thank you, Andrew. I truly hope this meeting goes well.” With that, he bowed one more time, then climbed back onto the wagon.

The driver glanced at us and gave a slight bow of his head, then tugged on the reins and they were off. After circling around the park, they went back the way they had come from, towards the main gate.

“So, the elven emperor is on his way,” I said. “I don’t know if I should be excited or terrified. Or angry. Or, anything else.”

“Terror might be the best emotion right now,” Lossia said. “I’ve read about how powerful the elven emperor is, in terms of magical ability. From what I understand, he is much, much more powerful than you are.”

“Great,” I said. “Well, let’s get this honor guard in place. Should we bring refreshments for him?”

Both Lossia and Cirro frowned at me.

“Look, I understand the guy is probably an asshole, but he’s still an emperor,” I said. “If we don’t show him some semblance of respect, he’ll feel slighted and show up cranky. If he’s as powerful as you say, I’d like to keep him in a good mood while we talk.”

“Sometimes I hate it when you’re right,” Cirro said.

“I’ll meet you back here in about two hours,” I said to Lossia.

“What about me?” Cirro asked.

I shrugged. “Feel free to show up as well. I mean, having another beautiful woman nearby can’t be a bad thing. Any man with eyes would stare at you, Cirro. Hell, a blind man would stare at you.”

She blushed.

We parted ways there, and I hurried towards the military district. My mind raced on the way there. There were so many options ahead of me, so many unknown variables. Our response could either be seen as respect, attempts at intimidation, or downright provocation, so I had to be careful.

When I got to the military district I found a group of soldiers on the training yard drilling with spears under the watchful eye of Sergeant Jarkes. I generally would wait for him to have a free moment, but time was of the essence.

“Sergeant Jarkes!” I called out.

His head snapped around, and he smiled when he saw me.

“Andrew!” he called out, offering me a snappy salute, which I returned. “Haven’t seen you in a bit. Is everything okay? We all heard the horn earlier.”

“Yeah. Come here,” I said, pulling him a few feet away from the soldiers.

“Keep on with your exercises,” he barked at the soldiers, then followed me. “What is it?”

“Don’t react to what I’m about to say, okay?” I said in a quiet voice. “We need every man available right now. The elven emperor is going to be here in a few hours and I want the streets lined with soldiers. I want the biggest, most impressive honor guard possible. I was told he’s here for peaceful reasons, but I want a show of arms.”

He nodded slowly, doing an excellent job of concealing his emotions. “The elven emperor? I suppose that’s to be expected after Princess Lossia slaughtered a few thousand of them. I’ll find Captain Muller and spread the word.”

“Grab Lieutenant Vee instead,” I said. “I’ll talk to Captain Muller. I want every soldier we have lining the street in two hours, from the gate to the park where we trade.”

“Roger,” Sergeant Jarkes said. “The captain is in his office right now.” With that, he turned back to his men. “Alright, let’s finish up today’s drills and get cleaned up. We’ve got a special task to take care of, asap.”

I hurried away from the field and went to a nearby building, where the captains and a few of the lieutenants had small offices. Captain Muller’s was the first, so I went right in without knocking.

“Hey, sorry to barge in like this but we’ve got an emergency,” I said.

“Andrew!” he said, looking up from a sheaf of papers in his hands. “What’s going on?”

I kept my voice low and calm. The last thing I wanted was for panic to run through the leadership. “The elven emperor will be here in three hours. Supposedly he’s here for peaceful reasons, but I want every soldier we have lining the path from gate to park.”

“What?” he asked, the papers falling from his hands. He shook his head. “Right, an honor guard. I’ll get right on it.” He tossed the papers aside and stood. “I’ll pass the orders through my subordinates. We’ll be ready, you can count on that.”

“Thanks, Captain,” I said.

With that, I turned and hurried from the military district. My mind was still racing, but I tried my best to focus. The weather was cold enough that I could jog without breaking into a sweat, so I made my way to the temple as quickly as possible.

When I got there, I found Lossia standing naked before her wardrobe. While the sight of her curves was enough to get me going, my mind was elsewhere, and she was simply choosing a different dress.

“Wear your gray jacket,” she said. “It goes with your cloak and looks very regal. And your sword, of course.”

“Great minds think alike,” I said, removing my cloak and red jacket. After shrugging into my gray coat, I fetched my sword belt from where it hung in my wardrobe. That went on over my coat.

“Should I wear my armor?” I asked, frowning. “That might be too much.”

“If you want to meet peace with peace, then I would forego the armor,” Lossia said as her head popped through the neck opening in an elaborate dress that matched the violet of her hair.

“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking,” I said. I swung my cloak around my shoulders and fastened it at my throat. After ensuring my sword belt was at the right angle, I turned to Lossia. “How do I look?”

She slid golden combs into her hair to hold it back from her face and smiled at me. “You look every bit the young lord,” she said. She then slid the ruby dagger behind a narrow golden belt at her waist.

I raised an eyebrow at that. “Planning on using that? Ah, forget I said that. We need to stay prepared for anything. Good idea.”

“Of course it’s a good idea,” she said, then smiled at me. “I’m going to get Thilli and Anna over there as well. The more of us, the better.”

Just then, Cirro walked into the room. She went straight to her wardrobe, but gave me a smile first.

“Well, don’t you look handsome,” she said.

I walked over and gave her a hug, then spun her in a circle. She giggled, so I put her down and kissed her.

“I’ve got one more thing to do,” I said. “I’ll meet you all there in a little bit.”

“What is it?” Lossia asked.

“Just a little surprise,” I said with a grin.

“Uh oh, I know that look,” Cirro said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “What are you doing?”

“You’ll see,” I said. I hurriedly kissed her on the lips, then Lossia. “See you both in a few,” I said, then left the room.

Iyva Serin made everything more difficult, but I tried not to let that thought bother me too much as I jogged across town. I felt a pang of sadness as I jogged past Ulenor’s old house, but reminded myself that he was a god once again, enjoying his time with his lover. I passed the mayor’s house a moment later, then finally found myself at the wainwright’s shop.

Fortunately, his house was attached to the shop in that medieval fashion. I walked around the side of the building and knocked on his door, trying not to be impatient.

After a moment, Fennel answered the door. “Andrew, what a pleasant surprise. Come in, please.”

“I can’t, not now at least,” I said. “I need the wagon-car, right now. I’m sorry for the bad timing.”

Fennel blinked. “Right now? Andrew, it’s Iyva Serin. It’s a day to celebrate our freedom and remember those that died for it. Today is not a day to work.”

“I know, I know,” I said, trying not to sound too impatient. “This is really important. We have a visitor coming into the city and I want the wagon-car there.”

He paused for a moment, then sighed. “Well, it’s your wagon so that’s fine. Promise me you’ll take some time to relax afterwards, though.”

I gave him a smile. “I promise.”

“Alright, let’s get you going then,” he said, exiting his house and pushing past me.

I followed him into the workshop and almost asked him for the keys before catching myself. When we got in there, I noticed he had added more steel to the wagon-car’s body, extending the side panels for nearly the full length of the wagon. The rear was still open, allowing for relatively easy entry, and the roof only extended over the seat near the front.

“As you can see, I added two more panels to the sides,” Fennel said, gesturing towards the wagon-car. “I also added a coat of lacquer to much of the body. I hope you don’t mind black; it was the only color I had. I left the front bare, because you said you were going to sharpen it.

“This thing looks incredible,” I said. Honestly, it looked like something from a video game, like some crazed vehicle the villain would drive. I loved it. It just needed a skull and crossbones painted on the side.

“I added a step to the back, also,” Fennel said as he walked to the large doors at the front of the shop.

“Ah, perfect,” I said, setting my foot in the metal rung. That made climbing into the rear of the wagon much easier. I climbed into the wagon and hopped over the back of the seat, then settled in it. Something occurred to me in that moment. “Hey, we’ll have to think of a parking brake for this thing so it doesn’t roll away on accident.”

Fennel shrugged. “Add it to the list,” he said with a chuckle.

The steel body panels on the sides of the wagon also had a square hole to see out of, although they were smaller than the ones up front. Once again, I remembered that we’d have to add some steel bars to those openings so I didn’t get a spear to the face.

I gently pulled back on the throttle lever and the wagon slowly moved forward, rolling effortlessly across the wooden floor. Fennel waved me out, and I turned onto the street.

Fortunately it was a short drive to the park, so I went straight there, making sure to drive slowly enough not to be dangerous. The roads were mostly empty on account of the holiday, but the people that saw me gasped in shock, and several looked horrified at the wagon-car. Good. I wanted this thing to strike fear into the hearts of anyone that saw it. I planned on mowing down Vogrim’s creatures with it, so the more monstrous it looked, the better.

After a moment, I pulled into the park and stopped the wagon next to the trading table. I even parked it at a slight angle, just to show off the armored side. I climbed out the back just as my wives approached the park.

I stood there at the table, grinning like an idiot. They stared at the wagon-car with wide eyes and gaping mouths when they drew near.

“By the gods, what is this?” Lossia asked.

“You expect me to ride in this thing?” Thilli said, sounding incredulous.

Cirro just shook her head and smiled, and Anna studied it as if trying to learn about it.

“This is my little surprise,” I said. “It’s powered by that magical engine that Elidyr brought. Speaking of which, Lossia, were you able to get any more speed out of the remaining one?”

“I’ve been reading through the book he brought us and I believe I can do it,” she said. “It’ll take a lot of power and concentration, but it doesn’t seem overly difficult.”

“When?” I asked.

She raised an eyebrow at me.

“Sorry,” I said. “Not trying to be pushy, I just want this done as soon as possible so we can iron out any flaws and have it working perfectly when we travel.”

She frowned at the wagon-car for a moment. “I can try after our meeting. I’ll need to pull through your magical well.”

“Good,” I said.

Another horn sounded, but this wasn’t one of the archers atop the gatehouse. This horn blast was supernaturally loud and blew for nearly half a minute. I felt a shiver run up my spine at the smooth note. Everyone looked at each other, but I knew immediately what the sound was.

“The elven emperor is here,” I said.
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Thilli turned to look back at the wagon-car. “You parked it there on purpose, didn’t you?” she asked.

“Of course I did,” I replied. “I want him to see what I’ve done with the few things they’ve traded us. Oh, speaking of things they’ve traded us, I just realized I could use one of those light boxes and make a headlight for the wagon-car. Can’t believe I didn’t think of that before.”

Thilli just blinked at me.

The long horn blast came again, louder this time. It didn’t quite shake the walls of the buildings, but it was almost loud enough to make me cover my ears. Considering how far away the emperor was, I couldn’t imagine how loud it was in his area. Or perhaps they simply used magic to carry the sound.

“Jesus fucking Christ, they really want us to know he’s coming, don’t they?” I said, my voice filled with irritation.

“Louder horns mean a more important person,” Cirro said, rolling her eyes. “Didn’t you know that, Andrew? Where’s your horn? Oh, you must not be very important.”

I laughed.

“So, how do you want to do this?” Lossia asked. “What’s your plan, mister hero?”

I turned and glanced around us. The streets were still mostly empty, although a few people looked around for the source of the ridiculously loud horn blast.

“I think we’re pretty much ready,” I said, sitting on the edge of the nearby table. “Once the soldiers get here and line the street, that’ll be it. Then we just wait for the elf to show up.”

“Probably don’t call him that when he does arrive,” Lossia said.

“I can think of a few things to call him,” Cirro muttered.

“I’m curious what he knows of our history,” Anna said. “Or more specifically, how twisted their teachings are in Isenasera.”

“I suppose we’ll find out,” I said quietly.

I kept my outer facade calm, but inside I was boiling with anxiety. The emperor of the elves was on his way in response to Lossia absolutely slaughtering several thousand of them. Granted, they attacked us against his wishes and supposedly the emperor was coming here for peaceful reasons, but I was still concerned. One hundred years after the goblins broke free and created their own nation, the leader of their former oppressors was coming to visit.

I crossed my arms and sat there, mulling over several things while my wives chatted about more pleasant topics. I tried to think about anything other than the emperor.

As it was, the wagon-car was a decent armored vehicle, but it was too slow for the plow to be of use the way I wanted it to be. Right now, a minotaur could run us down with ease. Hell, an orc probably could as well. If Lossia could get us to twenty miles per hour, it would be much more effective. Thirty would be perfect.

Going that fast, the bottom edge of the plow front would bite deeply into legs, as long as I sharpened it. It would be absolutely devastating. I could sit Lossia in the back, casting spells at anyone that tried to approach the rear, with Nerras right beside her, wielding a long spear and a large shield to protect her.

My path to Vogrim was also a source of concern. As long as we could cross the Black Lake, my plan was solid. We would march right up to Mount Doom and kill Vogrim, then cross the lake again and attack his army, hopefully eliminating all of them before they arrived at Gillamoor.

If we couldn’t cross the Black Lake, that entire plan fell apart. We would have to face Vogrim’s army head-on at its full strength. No one knew just how strong his forces were, but I had to plan for the worst. If I hadn’t been there to defend Gillamoor, ten minotaurs would have been enough to break through the front gate. If they sent a hundred, we would be in bad shape. And the reality was that there would probably be several thousand.

After about an hour, soldiers started arriving. They wore their dress jackets and carried long spears over their shoulders, many with swords belted at their waists as well. Since it was still plenty early, they lounged and chatted with each other while waiting for the emperor. They looked to be keeping their cool, but I saw plenty of nervous laughs and glances towards the gate.

To my surprise, Mayor Beezle showed up as well. He was dressed in his holiday best; a red jacket embroidered with silver along the cuffs with matching silver buttons, and a heavy cloak on top.

“Good to see you, Mayor,” I said, reaching out and shaking his hand as he came near. “I suppose I should apologize. I was so concerned with prepping the soldiers for this visit that I forgot to tell the guy in charge of the city.”

He gave me an appreciative smile. “Fortunately, Captain Muller sent word my way. Colonel Chuleel would be here, but he’s actually in York at the moment. He should be back in a week or so, so in plenty of time to help when things get hairy.”

“Is anyone else coming?” I asked.

“Not that I know of,” the mayor said, shaking his head. “I don’t really want word to spread of this, as it would probably cause a panic. Afterwards, people can learn that the emperor showed up, but as for right now I’d prefer a bit of discretion.”

Time passed slowly, and I watched more soldiers trickle in. Two boring hours later, the path from the park to the front gate was lined with soldiers, still chatting but clearly ready. It took me back to my days in the army, showing up hours early for an event where all I did was stand at parade rest for an hour to make some high-ranking officer look good.

Another horn blasted, and this time I had to cover my ears. Everyone did.

“God damnit!” I shouted. “Are they just trying to piss us off?”

“Elves,” Cirro grumbled. “Can’t even blow a fucking horn without being awful.”

Twenty minutes later, a horn sounded from our front gate. This one was, of course, at a much more reasonable volume as it was blown by a goblin. The soldiers stopped their chatting and spaced themselves out at 6-foot intervals, but still relaxed. Things were getting closer now.

“Here we go,” I said as another horn sounded.

“If I hear one more horn blast, I’m going to kill someone,” Cirro grumped.

“I’m right there with you,” I said. I pushed myself off the table and stood in front, making an attempt to look somewhat heroic. My left hand went to rest on my sword hilt in a manner that I thought looked casual and not threatening.

Word passed through the soldiers and they all went to attention. Their spears rested over their shoulders at precisely the same angle. I couldn’t help but smile at how the ragtag group of men had grown in professionalism over the past few months.

“Ugh, I see them,” Lossia muttered.

I squinted and looked down the road. It bothered me that goblin vision really was that much better than mine. They had eagle eyes, it seemed.

“You can really see them?” I asked.

She shrugged. “It’s faint, but yeah.”

Anna stepped up next to me. “You can’t see anything down there?” she asked. “Can you see the gate?”

I laughed. “I know it’s down there, but no, I can’t see it. In a minute or two I’ll see something down there.”

We all stood there, my wives and the mayor gaping at what they saw and me cursing my human vision.

“Oh my goodness,” Thilli said.

Cirro just crossed her arms and frowned. I silently hoped she wouldn’t curse the elven emperor out when he finally showed up.

“What do you see?” I asked. At that moment, all I could see was a dot in the distance, steadily growing larger.

“He definitely brought his own honor guard,” the mayor muttered. “Wouldn’t surprise me if he needed a dozen servants just to wipe his ass.”

I had never heard such language from the mayor before, but then again I had never seen him around elves before. I had to expect that everyone would be on edge.

After a moment, I realized why he had made that comment. I expected the emperor to make quite the entrance, and he didn’t let down.

Twelve men walked in three columns in front of the procession, all decked out in clothing suitable for a king. Each of them held a staff twice as tall as them, with a flag waving in the breeze at the top. I didn’t know if the flag was for the emperor or the entire nation. Not that it really mattered.

Behind those dozen men rode three columns of heavily armored knights on horseback. They wore the segmented armor that I had previously seen—made from multiple overlapping plates, it reminded me of the wide scales on a snake’s stomach—but instead of leather, their armor was made from steel lacquered in black and green with enough gold trim to appear gaudy. They rested the butts of their lances in their stirrups and rode with straight backs and heads held high.

Both the men with the flags and the knights split as they drew near, and encircled the park. I was proud of the goblin soldiers; not a single one of them flinched or even stared at the elves as they rode by. The goblins just stared ahead as if they saw nothing important.

As their party divided into two equal groups, the emperor’s wagon became visible. It was easily the most over-the-top, ridiculous thing I had ever seen.

First off, the wagon was enormous, with four wheels as tall as I was. A team of eight massive horses pulled the wagon, and the horses wore more decorations and gilded armor than most members of the military. There was a certain look to the wagon, a complete lack of straight lines and a gentleness to the curves, that made me think this was some of the famous wood Elidyr had spoken of; the type they convinced the tree to produce naturally in the shape they wanted, instead of cutting boards and assembling them.

Most of the visible wood was lacquered black or green, with heavy gilt and scrollwork at every corner. Even the spokes of the wheels were coated with a thin layer of gold. The main body of the wagon was easily twice as large as what I was used to; large enough to stand up in, and wide enough for a queen size bed to fit inside. A wagon fit for an emperor, I supposed, although I couldn’t help the grin as I saw the wagon’s not-so-smooth ride over the paving stones. Not even the emperor had suspension.

Seated at the front of the wagon was a hard-eyed driver with both a short sword and a long bow hanging on a rack directly next to him. In the passenger seat sat another man with weapons mounted where they were easily reachable as well. Both of their eyes flickered to the goblins and to me, and they looked as if their hands itched for their weapons.

The wagon approached us and turned slightly to one side. Immediately after, another dozen heavily armored knights positioned their horses so that the park was fully surrounded. Behind me, I heard Cirro grunt in annoyance.

One of the knights, a man surprisingly tall for an elf, dismounted his horse and quickly moved to the side of the wagon. He drew a latch and pulled the door open, then immediately bowed low, until his forehead touched the grass of the park. The direction the door opened shielded the emperor from sight, but at that moment every man on foot dropped to a knee, and every mounted soldier bowed as low as their saddles would allow.

And then, the emperor himself stepped out.

He was a tall man, possibly as much as six and a half feet in height. Of course being an elf, he was ridiculously good-looking, so much that I struggled not to roll my eyes. The most perfect bone structure possible held blue eyes with all the color and warmth of arctic ice. His long, blonde hair had several braids arranged to keep it out of his face. A velvet robe of green trimmed in gold covered his body, with a thick black cloak—also trimmed in gold, of course—layered on top.

Emperor Laeryth looked around for a moment, noting the statue-like goblin soldiers with a faint smile that never reached his eyes. His cold gaze swung around to me.

I remained in that casual posture I had adopted, standing straight with a hand resting on my sword hilt as if it were actually comfortable. I held the emperor’s icy gaze for quite some time; I got the notion that he wasn’t used to eye contact, so he was waiting for me to look away. I didn’t, and that faint smile returned.

It was the emperor that broke our little staring contest, as he looked around him once more. His soldiers were still kneeling; not a single one had moved a muscle.

“So, you must be Andrew,” he said, every word pronounced precisely as a scholar. His voice was a bit higher pitched than I expected, with a tone that made me think he would be a great singer. Every word sounded like music.

“In the flesh,” I said. Yeah, I still wasn’t very good with formalities.

He smirked. I hated people that smirked like that.

“I’d say we have a lot to talk about,” he said, and took another step towards me.
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Something about the emperor made me uncomfortable, but I couldn’t determine exactly what it was. Oh, he was the leader of the elven nation, the sworn enemies to the goblins, and likely a giant asshole. That much was obvious. But I just felt strange with him this close.

Emperor Laeryth suddenly held a hand out to his side. A serving man that I hadn’t even noticed was suddenly there, placing a goblet in the emperor’s hand. He had a second goblet with him, and approached me.

“Drink with me, Andrew,” the emperor said. The manner in which he said it made me think sharing a drink with the emperor was a special thing. On second thought, it probably was.

“Thanks,” I said to the servant, who looked surprised at being thanked. He recovered quickly, and took a few hurried steps back, just behind the emperor, where his green clothing blended in surprisingly well with the park.

“I think you’ll enjoy this wine,” Emperor Laeryth said, bringing the goblet to his lips. He took a small sip and smiled. “I must say, this was a pleasant surprise.”

I stared into the goblet for a moment, noting the golden liquid. It wouldn’t make sense for the emperor to poison me. If he wanted me dead, he could simply use the soldiers he had brought, or probably fry me with magic. I took a drink and was surprised to recognize the drink.

“It’s your father’s wine,” I said, turning to Thilli. She didn’t look impressed, but at least she held her tongue.

“Yes, made in a slightly different style than what I am accustomed to,” Emperor Laeryth said. “Of course, just being on different soil will make it taste completely different. You could grow the same exact grapes in Isenasera and make the wine using the same process and it would taste different. I’ve always found that fascinating. With wine, you taste the land itself.”

“Indeed,” I said, not really knowing how to reply.

“I must say, I was not entirely surprised that such a wonderful wine came from the goblin people,” he said almost casually, gesturing with his goblet. “They were always such hard, dedicated workers. Of course, the nature of their work in the past was quite different, so that is not a fair comparison.”

I could practically feel the heat and anger coming off my wives after that statement.

Emperor Laeryth looked down into his golden goblet again. “I envision our relationship with the goblin people like a road; currently shattered and overgrown, but with your trade agreement with Farozhin, new paving stones have been laid. Perhaps we can continue that work today.” He turned to Thilli. “Your father made this wine?”

“Yes,” she said, her voice tight. After a moment she cleared her throat and took a step forward so that she stood next to me.

“May I ask your name?” Emperor Laeryth said, sounding only slightly annoyed that he had to ask.

“Thilli,” she replied. “Daughter of General Cromar, and one of the Mothers of a New Age.”

He nodded slowly and respectfully, and I realized that was probably the closest he would ever come to bowing to a person.

“I would love the opportunity to share this wine with you, Lady Thilli,” he said.

I handed her the goblet and hoped she wouldn’t throw it at him.

It was a simple thing, both of them drinking at the same time. When taken at face value there was little that was special about the gesture, but I realized that was the first time an elf had shared wine with a goblin in at least a hundred years. Considering they probably didn’t share wine with their slaves, it was probably more like hundreds and hundreds of years.

Thilli seemed to realize this as well, for the hardness in her gaze softened a touch. “My father does make good wine,” she said, looking into the goblet.

“I feel honored that Farozhin sent me a cask,” Emperor Laeryth said with a faint smile. He turned his icy gaze back to me. “So, you’re Andrew. The man from a different world that intends to defeat the sorcerer Vogrim.”

I nodded. “Sounds like you know a bit about me,” I said. I probably should have been more formal—I mean, the guy was an emperor—but I wasn’t about to bow and scrape for this asshole.

“More than you think,” Laeryth said. “Although I know a bit about Vogrim as well. Tell me, do you have the sword and shield?”

I nodded again. “Just got the sword two weeks ago. I lost one of my closest friends defeating the mindeater that guarded it.”

“Mindeater,” Laeryth said, making a disgusted sound in his throat. “I will drink in your friend’s memory.” He raised his goblet and took a small sip. I supposed it was a serious show of honor and respect, coming from him.

“Vogrim is sending an army this way,” I said. “I intend to kill him and destroy his army, so no one will have to worry about him any longer. Most importantly, my people will be free from the poison he’s rained down on our cities for the last five years.”

The emperor looked at me curiously. “You call them your people, yet you are not a goblin,” he said.

“Nope, I’m a human,” I said. “But they have treated me as one of their own and adopted me into their society.” I turned slightly to the side and held a hand out to the side, gesturing towards the four women there. “In fact, I’m taking four of them as wives.” I wasn’t quite certain why I divulged that information, but it felt appropriate to let him know that I would do anything for the goblin people.

“The Lady Thilli, I have met,” he said, and then his eyes went to Lossia.

I gestured for her to step closer to me, and she did. She looked as regal as ever, her back iron-straight and her unblinking gaze meeting Laeryth’s. She almost seemed to be looking down her nose at him, even though he towered over her by nearly two feet.

“Princess Lossia,” I said. “One of the Mothers of a New Age.”

I waved to Cirro and she gave me a sharp look, but stepped forwards.

“This is Cirro, also one of the Mothers of a New Age,” I said, then waved Anna forwards. “And this is Anna.”

“She is not one of the Mothers?” the emperor asked.

“I’m a teacher,” Anna replied.

Laeryth inclined his head a fraction. “Teaching others is one of the most noble pursuits,” he said. “There is much honor in knowing one’s history and teaching it to your children.” He looked around for a moment, then up at the ribbons hanging from the nearby tree. “And what is this you are celebrating?”

“Iyva Serin,” I said. “It’s the night the goblins killed their elven masters and escaped slavery. They ran all night and day to their freedom, and started their own nation right here in Gillamoor.”

If my words bothered Laeryth, he didn’t show it. “Ah, yes, I know of the night you speak of. There were many deaths that night, both from the goblins and from the houses and buildings they burned. I find it interesting that they chose to use our language for the name of their holiday.”

I shrugged. “So they would never forget who had enslaved them and treated them so poorly for a thousand years.”

Emperor Laeryth pressed his lips together. “Yes, many of our previous leaders weren’t known for their compassion. My father was particularly harsh. The way he used to beat me if I didn’t do well enough in my magic lessons would turn your hair white.” He reached up and touched his hair, which was a blonde so pale it was nearly white, and chuckled.

“What happened to your father?” I asked.

“I killed him,” Laeryth said in a casual tone, as if he were discussing the weather. “He wasn’t taking our people in the right direction, you see. He would have us live in the past and talk of the glories of centuries long gone instead of focusing on our future.” He sighed and raised his arm, glancing at scars that criss-crossed the back of his hand. “Plus, you can only bend a branch so much before it breaks.”

It was then that I realized the strange feeling I had first noticed when he drew closer. It was his magical ability, and it was so strong I felt like I was drowning in it. Holy shit, this guy was far stronger than me, and Ulenor had once told me I was the strongest magic user he had ever personally known. I swallowed, suddenly wary of this man.

“You know, it was actually the topic of goblin slavery that ultimately led to his demise,” Laeryth said, looking over my goblin wives. There was no maliciousness in his gaze; he simply looked at them.

“How so?” I asked.

“I tried to explain to my father that slavery simply didn’t make economic sense,” he said. “Sure, you get free labor, but it comes with too many problems, both morally and logistically. I told him that if we had paid the goblin workers instead, that money could have gone back into our economy. It could have bolstered entirely new sectors, but he refused to hear it.” Laeryth sighed. “Father always had such a bad temper, and often grew violent as a result.”

“I’m assuming your father was emperor when my people escaped slavery,” I said.

“Your assumption is correct,” he said. “Although I replaced him shortly after. His usefulness had come to an end.”

“So I must ask,” I said, trying to steer the conversation in a different direction. “What exactly is your purpose for being here?”

He stared at me for a moment, then at my wives, then back at me. “I think this meeting is long overdue,” he finally said. “Not only to atone for our past, but to solidify our future.”

“Are you trying to say you’re going to apologize for keeping us as slaves for a thousand years?” Cirro asked. I winced at the heat in her tone.

Laeryth looked at her. “It’s not my place to apologize, as I was not involved in that,” he said simply. “However, I will acknowledge that my father and grandfathers treated your people in a manner that was most unacceptable.”

Cirro simply grunted in reply.

“There is another thing I can touch on, and I imagine you know what I’m referring to.” He paused for a moment, as if waiting for me to say something.

“You mean the elves that tried to attack Gillamoor?” I asked.

He nodded. “Yes, those. I want it to be known that they acted without my consent. I will admit that I am not very happy about you killing so many of my people, but the truth is had they succeeded, I would have hanged every single one of them. Acts of war without the emperor’s permission?” He scoffed at the very notion.

Lossia spoke up. “I was the one that killed them all,” she said, her voice calm and cool. “They sought to destroy what we have worked so hard to build.”

Emperor Laeryth looked at her for a moment and frowned. “You are not powerful enough to do the things that have been described to me.”

She smiled faintly. “I have my ways.”

The emperor’s gaze went from my wives to the wagon-car. He just looked at it for a moment, as if he were trying to understand exactly what it was. “Please explain this…contraption to me,” he said.

I looked over my shoulder. “I suppose I should thank you,” I said. “Or more specifically, Elidyr. He brought us some small magical devices that I used along with knowledge I brought back from my world.” I turned and walked towards the wagon-car. To my surprise, the emperor followed me.

“Where do you hitch your horses?” he asked, looking at the wagon. “It’s clearly a wagon of some sort.”

“No horses needed,” I said with a grin. “As I said, we used one of your magical devices. It’s actually one used in your kitchens, to turn a spit over a fire. That turns the rear wheels.”

His eyes widened at that. “No horses, you say? Incredible. I’m almost ashamed we didn’t think of that long ago. Sometimes it seems the simplest inventions are the ones that take the longest to figure out, and the ones with the greatest impact. What about the rest of this?”

“Suspension,” I said, pointing at the front wheels. “The wheels move separately in relation to the body of the wagon, so it absorbs bumps instead of transmitting them to your seat.”

He gave me a flat look. “Do you know how many pillows I use just to be able to stomach riding in a wagon?”

I shrugged. “I told Elidyr that if he traded with us, we could develop these things together.” I pointed back at the wagon. “And the front is shaped like this so I can run through Vogrim’s soldiers and cut them down. I just need to get more speed out of the magical engine—that’s what I’m calling it—as right now the whole thing moves too slowly to be effective.”

“How difficult was this to make?” he asked, still staring with fascination at my armored wagon-car.

“Some of this stuff was invented long ago in my world,” I said. “So I knew just enough to work with a wainwright and figure it out. To be honest, we could probably simplify it and improve upon it.”

“And you said you just need for it to be faster for it to be effective against Vogrim’s soldiers?” he asked.

I nodded. “Yeah. Right now it’s about as fast as a man running. If I could get it three times that fast, it would be devastating. Elidyr brought us a book on enchanting objects and—”

Emperor Laeryth cut me off by raising his hand. “I will help you, but in return I want you to work with our wainwrights on something similar for me.” He glanced at the front. “Without the armor, of course. Just the suspension and this magical engine, as you called it.”

“Gladly,” I said. “If we work together, we all benefit.”

Emperor Laeryth walked around to the rear of the wagon and looked at it for a moment, then knelt on the grass. His servant gasped loudly and rushed towards him, but the emperor cut him off with another raised hand. Then, the emperor pulled magic into himself.

I felt like I was standing next to Niagara Falls. The amount of magic that flowed through him was unbelievable. A dozen magical tendrils came out from him, moving too quickly for me to even track what he was doing. They all sank into the magical engine, and then I felt magical power flood into it from the man. I tried to conceal my shock.

After that, another dozen magical tendrils snaked out and touched the wood of the axle, the rear wheels, and the frame. Wood creaked, and I watched closely as the woodgrain actually straightened out before my eyes.

“That should do it,” he said, standing up and brushing himself off. “I strengthened the other components as well, to reduce any chances of them breaking.” He gave me a sharp look. “Remember, you gave me your word, Andrew. Once you’re done dealing with Vogrim, I want you to work with my wainwrights on a similar wagon for me. After this long trip, I won’t stand for any more bumpy rides.”

“How much faster did you make it?” I asked.

He tapped his lip for a moment as he thought. “You’ll have to test it and find out. But it should be at least three times as fast. Much more and it will break, so I had to leave it at that.”

I blinked. Just that alone was worth working with some elven assholes to build him a wagon.

“There are some other things I would like to see,” the emperor continued as he walked back towards his wagon. “The trading you did with Elidyr. That will continue, and I will inform others to put aside their prejudices and consider trading with your people. As you said earlier, if we work together, we both benefit.”

Without thinking, I held out my hand. He looked at it for a moment, then reached out and took my hand. His was slender, with long fingers and some of the softest skin I had ever felt. I shook his hand firmly.

“Is that how it’s done in your world?” he asked, looking slightly amused.

I thought for a moment. “Yeah,” I said, finally. “I’d buy you a beer as well, but goblins don’t really drink beer. Care to share some wine with me?” I jerked my head towards Newman Inn. “They make great bread, too.”

He looked over at the tall stone building for a moment, seemingly wary, but I could tell he didn’t want to be rude.

“Yes, that sounds delightful,” he said, not sounding entirely genuine.

His servant barked an order in the elven language and four of the knights dismounted from their horses and hurried towards him. Even with the slender elven build, they were all tall men. With those swords at their hips and that armor, they would be absolutely devastating in a fight. Their hard faces said they would have no problem shedding blood for their emperor.

Emperor Laeryth looked at the knights for a moment and pursed his lips. “Mount your horses,” he said. “I need no protection here.” He turned back to me. “Isn’t that right, Andrew?”

“Yeah,” I said with a laugh. “Just don’t piss off my wives.”
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“Istill can’t believe you invited the elven emperor into an inn for a cup of wine,” Lossia said later that evening, back in our room. “My father would have a heart attack at the very notion.”

“Good thing I’m not your father, then,” I said. “Well, for other reasons as well,” I added with a laugh.

“I think you’ll make a great husband,” Lossia said, stretching onto her toes and kissing me. “But probably not so much a king.”

“Couldn’t be worse than Emperor Laeryth,” Cirro said. “He just made all those men stay there for like two hours, bowing low. Not a single one of them moved an inch.”

“That’s the most disturbing thing, I think,” Anna added. “I’m glad he acknowledged their sins of the past and wants to improve things between our nations, but his casual disregard for the lives of others bothers me.”

“Definitely someone not to place a lot of trust in,” I said, scrubbing my face with a washcloth. “Forming an alliance with the elves is a good thing, but I trust him as far as I can throw him.”

“So, what’s your next move?” Thilli asked, walking over to stand next to me. She placed a hand on my shoulder and I slipped an arm around her, holding her close.

“Just preparing for our fight,” I told her. “Tomorrow we have to test Eldrick’s sword and shield. I hate that I’ve waited so long, but things keep popping up.”

“First thing tomorrow, then,” she said, hugging me.

“So, your wagon-car,” Lossia said. “I want to tell my father about it. He would probably pay for lots of them to be built, just to help progress things.”

“I have some ideas for them,” I said. “Although we’ll have to be careful. Being able to transport things between cities in a day will be great, but we’ll have to worry about people getting run over.”

“I suppose nothing is free, right?” Lossia mused. “Even advances in technology come with downsides.”

“I need to send a messenger to Nerras tomorrow,” I said. “We’re down to the last minute and I want to make sure he’s ready.”

“When are you leaving?” Lossia asked.

“Day after tomorrow,” I replied. “So everything has to be ready to go.”

“What’s left?” Thilli asked, looking up at me.

I thought on that for a moment. “Honestly, not much,” I said. “I’ll have Fennel make a few small changes to the wagon-car, but otherwise it’s ready. Tomorrow we’ll test the shield and sword. Mayor Beezle is preparing food for us, and Trina is making some white cloaks. I think that’s about it.”

“Is your wagon-car going to hold all of us?” Thilli asked.

“It’s only four people,” I said. “It’ll be fine, especially since Laeryth increased the power of the magical engine.”

“You should test it out tomorrow,” Thilli said.

“You’re right,” I said. “He said he tripled the top speed. That should be enough to make it pretty lethal if I drive it straight into a crowd of Vogrim’s troops.”

Thilli paled. “Is that really what you plan on doing?”

I nodded. “Yep. It’s back at Fennel’s shop right now and he said he’d start sharpening the front first thing tomorrow morning. It’ll be a wild ride, but there will be enough armor to protect us all. Especially with Nerras riding in the back, holding a shield.”

Thilli shook her head. “You had better be glad I trust you so much,” she said.

I hugged her tightly. “It feels strange, going to sleep at a reasonable hour. I feel like I don’t do that very often. Especially since there’s a celebration going on outside.”

Anna pushed her skirt down over her hips as she walked towards the bed. “You need your rest though, so it’s important.”

“Come on, honey,” Thilli said, pulling me towards the bed.

I slept in a pile of beautiful women, completely at peace. There were few things I enjoyed more than being surrounded by my wives.

“I can’t wait to actually marry all of you,” I said, then fell asleep.

The next morning, I woke up with a smile. Part of that was because I woke up with Thilli and Anna taking turns sucking me off. But overall, I was just happy.

Thilli took me all the way to the base while Anna lovingly held her hair out of her face. After sucking good and hard, they switched places and Anna took her turn. They went back and forth, sucking as hard as they could, sometimes at the same time and kissing each other with my cock right there. The sensation was absolutely mind-blowing and I came in no time.

Thilli sucked hard on the end of my cock as I squirted rope after rope into her mouth. The moment I was done, her and Anna began an intense makeout session, passing my cum back and forth between their mouths before they both swallowed a healthy dose.

“I should get in on that sometime,” Cirro said sleepily next to me.

“I just want you in my ass,” Lossia said, then blushed.

I climbed off the bed and walked towards the washstand. On the way there, I channeled some heat into the floor, until the room warmed up a few degrees. Today was an important day, and I wanted to make sure I got everything done. My wives were only a minute behind me; Cirro and Lossia usually spent some time cuddling first thing in the morning, but Anna and Thilli were ready to go.

I watched them approach, Anna’s slender figure and Thilli’s curves, and immediately felt overwhelmed with desire. They were such beautiful women it almost didn’t seem real.

“Like what you see?” Anna asked, giving me a smile.

“Quite a bit,” I said, finally tearing my eyes away from them. I grabbed a fresh washcloth and used a bit of magic to heat the water in the washbasin, then scrubbed my face.

“Where do you want to test the sword and shield?” Thilli asked, stepping next to me so she could scrub her face as well. She looked at the bathtub for a moment and I thought she was going to ask Prazzi to have someone fill it, but instead shook her head and continued with just a washcloth.

“If we keep things simple and use the least amount of magic possible, we should be able to just do it in here,” I said.

“Well, I’m going to make sure I’m as far away as possible,” Anna said with a grin as she pulled a fresh blouse over her head.

“Oh come on, it’s not like I’m going to try to set him on fire,” Thilli said. “Although, now that I think about it….”

“No setting me on fire,” I said firmly.

“Just a little fire?” Cirro asked after stifling a yawn behind her hand.

I laughed. Their early morning goofiness was just a reminder that I was the luckiest guy alive.

“We’re going to try to get more work done on the house,” Lossia said. “At least it’s to the point where we can use the fireplace to keep it somewhat warm while we work.”

Cirro slipped her hand in Lossia’s and smiled at her. “Hopefully the bed will be done soon.” There was a bit of fire in her smile, and I knew exactly what she meant.

Lossia just blushed. “They’re still working on it, but yes, soon.”

“It’ll be nice to live in our own home instead of an old storage room,” Anna said, looking around the blank walls of the room. “At least it’s large.” She stepped into one of her knee-length skirts and began pulling up over her hips.

“What do you think it’ll do?” Thilli asked, looking over at the corner of the room, where Eldrick’s sword and shield casually leaned against the wall.

“I’m not entirely sure,” I said. “Ulenor and I had determined that the shield absorbed spells, but we didn’t test it any further.”

“Try not to blow up the temple, okay?” Cirro said with a grin. “We’re going to go get some work done on the house.”

“Love you two,” Lossia said to Thilli and I.

“I need to get going as well,” Anna said. “There are a few children that need a bit of extra instruction, so I agreed to meet them early this morning.” She grabbed her cloak and threw it around her shoulders, then went over to Thilli and hugged her tightly.

They left with Lossia talking about how they should grab some food from Prazzi on their way out. Thilli and I just stared at the sword and shield for a moment before either of us moved.

“Well, let’s get this done,” I said, walking to the corner of the room.

I grabbed the shield and slipped my arm through the straps on the back and grabbed the brace tightly. The light weight of the shield amazed me; I could carry the thing all day without growing tired.

After that, I wrapped my hand around the coarse hide hilt of Eldrick’s sword. It was large enough to be used two-handed, but light enough that just wielding it in my right hand was doable as well. The magical script on the blade fascinated me, but unfortunately I couldn’t read it. Lossia might be able to; I made it a point to ask her about it later.

I walked over to the center of the room with the sword and shield. Not knowing what else to do, I simply stood there.

“Okay, now send something magical at the shield,” I said. “It should absorb it.”

“Okay,” Thilli said. She frowned suddenly. “That’s strange.”

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I haven’t drawn more than a little magic into myself in two or three weeks. I didn’t remember myself being this strong. Not even remotely.”

Something dawned on me. “Remember when you touched Zozella’s foot and she told you something about a blessing?”

“Huh,” she said. “Well, it looks like I know what that blessing was, now.”

Thilli shook her head and drew magic into herself again. She bit her lip for a moment, then simply sent a gust of air at me.

I held my shield up and the wind went straight into the shield. Thilli hunched forward for a moment like she had been punched in the stomach.

“Ugh, it felt like it sucked the magic right out of me,” she said. “It wasn’t painful or anything, just caught me off guard.”

I frowned at the sword. Something felt strange about it, although it was too subtle for me to really understand it.

“Try again, and use something more powerful this time. Oh, and something I can see,” I said.

“I promise I’ll try not to set you on fire,” Thilli said with a smile.

She held her hand out and a thin line of fire shot from her palm. It struck the dead-black surface of the shield and disappeared. She blinked and held a hand to her stomach.

“That’s rather unpleasant,” she said. “The same thing happened. It feels like it’s not only pulling the spell in, but the magical power that I used, if that makes any sense.”

“I want you to try something,” I said. “Send a small ball of fire at the outer edge of the shield.”

“Okay,” Thilli said, frowning in concentration.

She threw a softball-sized fireball at me. I moved the shield slightly, away from the fireball, and watched in fascination as it curved towards the shield before sinking into the impossible blackness in the center.

“Amazing,” I said. “This thing is like a magnet for magic.” I raised the sword as I finally recognized the strange feeling. “And this stores magic, like your tiara or Lossia’s ruby dagger.”

“Is it already full?” Thilli asked.

I shook my head. “When you send a spell at the shield, that magical power is transferred to the sword. It’s no wonder Vogrim was afraid of this. If he sent his most powerful magic at Eldrick, he would be doing nothing but giving Eldrick a huge advantage.”

“Well, I guess as long as no one stabs you in the back, you’ll be well equipped to fight him, then,” Thilli said with a shrug.

“Then it’s a good thing I’ve got you to watch out for me,” I said with a grin. “Go ahead, hit me with something that hurts.”

“Okay,” she said. “You’re not as handsome as you think you are, and you snore sometimes.”

“I meant magical!” I said.

“Oh, sure,” she said, laughing.
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Thankfully, when wielded together Eldrick’s sword and shield were very simple. We confirmed with a few more tests that the shield was essentially a giant magical magnet. If a spell flew anywhere within a foot of the shield, it would curve right into it and add power to the sword.

As far as the sword went, I learned that I could add its power to mine. So if I absorbed a large number of powerful spells or magic castings, I could add that to mine and level a city. It was a very simple creation, but incredibly effective.

I left the sword and shield in our room and made my way across town. Today was a day for preparations and little else. After taking several trips I knew just how basic all this was; really I just needed food, weapons, tents and blankets and my bedroll and little else. But I still found myself worrying.

Fennel’s wainwright shop was only a short walk, so I went there first. When I walked into the front office, his father was there as expected, scratching away at a ledger with his quill.

“Good morning, pops,” I said. “I’m just here to see Fennel about the wagon-car.”

He looked up after a moment and smiled at me. “Ah, good morning, Andrew. Yes, please go in.”

I entered the main workshop through a side door and found Fennel working on the armored wagon. A long file was in his hands, and he ran it along the bottom edge of the plow front in careful, long strokes.

“Getting that weapon ready, I see,” I said.

“Hey, Andrew,” he said without looking up. “Yeah, it’s pretty sharp now. I’ve been working on this edge for an hour. If you run into anyone, they’re going to bleed, that’s for certain.”

“Hey, I had an idea,” I said. “It’s pretty much done, but I had a thought for one more piece of armor.”

Fennel straightened up and looked at the wagon-car. “Where? Any more armor and you won’t be able to climb into it.”

“We need a skidplate,” I said. “I was thinking, what if I ran into a pile of minotaurs and they got smart and lowered their spears so that they would go beneath the plow and right into the suspension? That could mess things up pretty badly.”

He frowned and rubbed his chin. “I see your point. Well, after everything else we’ve done to this, I don’t think that’ll be too hard.”

I looked over at his forge, which was cold at the moment. Several steel ingots sat on the edge, so I used magic to pick one up. I fed heat energy into the steel until it glowed a dull red, then bright orange, then sun yellow. I didn’t have the precise control that Fennel did, but I could brute force things faster than anyone else. I flattened the ingot and stretched it in every direction, forming a sheet of steel.

“Now, bring that over here,” he said. “Keep it hot and I’ll finish shaping it.”

I levitated the steel to the front of the wagon-car, and Fennel took over the shaping. His hands moved as he worked, almost like he was kneading dough. The steel grew thinner and spread out, roughly triangular.

“Hold on,” he said as he got on the floor. He laid on his back, beneath the front of the wagon, then continued. “Don’t you dare drop this thing on me,” he said.

I kept the steel hot and Fennel attached it to the base of the plow. Using magic, he made it one piece of steel, better than any welder. The rear of the skidplate attached to the steel subframe that I had created to hold the suspension. It only took a few minutes and it looked rather crude, but it was functional and that was all that mattered.

“I love it,” I said. “They aren’t going to know what hit them.”

“Well, yeah,” Fennel said, pushing himself to his feet. “When they see this thing they’ll probably wonder what in Zozella’s name it is.”

“Is there anything else you need to do to it?” I asked.

“Just some lacquer,” he replied. “I want to make sure none of this rusts. Once I put a coat on it all, it’s yours.” He looked at the wagon-car for a moment. “Just give me a couple hours.”

“Sounds good. You’re a miracle worker, Fennel,” I told him, clapping him on the shoulder.

“Bah. I’m just a wainwright and blacksmith,” he replied, waving my comment away.

I wanted to take the wagon-car now, but it was important for Fennel to slap a few coats of lacquer on it. The last thing I needed was my wagon rusting when I was trying to save the world.

“Oh, one last thing,” I said. “I need one more seat towards the back of the wagon. It should be facing the rear, with enough of the armor to protect the occupants. They’ll need to keep me safe when I plow through a crowd of minotaurs.”

Fennel nodded. “I’ll get it done. I’ll add some padding, too, so they won’t be overly uncomfortable.”

“Thanks, Fennel,” I said.

When I left the wainwright’s shop, I momentarily felt a bit of uncertainty as to where I should go. Lossia and Cirro were working hard on finishing our house, Thilli was with the soldiers, the mayor was likely busy…. Honestly, I wanted to go have some tea and chat with Ulenor.

It dawned on me that this would be my last bit of free time before I left. With that in mind, I hurried back to the temple. At least I could get some work done. Work. Heh.

I sought out Prazzi when I entered the temple. It only took me a moment to find the busy woman, and she was all smiles as usual.

I hugged her tightly and she had me place my hands on the tiny bump on her lower stomach, where our child was.

“How long until you feel some kicks?” I asked.

“Oh, we have a few months to go before we’re even close to that,” she replied. “Babies don’t develop overnight, Andrew. She’s just a tiny little thing right now.”

I kissed her softly and hugged her for a while, as if I could force all the love in my heart to pass directly into her body and into our baby. It was moments like that when I knew all the work I was doing was worth it. My children, all several hundred of them, were going to grow up in a more peaceful world than I had. They would know peace and prosperity. That was worth all the effort in the world.

“Is there anyone ready for me?” I asked.

“There are always women in here waiting on you,” she replied. “I know you’ve been busy lately, so I’ve sent many of them home. But there are still a few women in the sanctuary if you want to continue your work.”

“I should,” I said. “Tomorrow I’m leaving, so this is my last chance.”

Her eyes widened and she looked up at me. “Are you leaving for….” She trailed off as if she didn’t want to say the words.

“Yeah,” I replied. “Vogrim will be dead in a week. Mark my words.”

I felt a shiver run through her tiny body and held her tightly against me for another few minutes.

“That moment can’t come too soon,” she said. “For our lives to go back to normal…. I don’t even know what that’ll feel like.”

I finally broke our hug and turned to the sanctuary. “Like I said, give me a week and that cloud will be gone. The people will finally start healing.”

I walked into the sanctuary proper and saw one woman seated on a pew and another kneeling in front of Zozella’s statue. I walked up behind the woman kneeling in front of Zozella, smiling at her figure that was impressive even in that position.

“I don’t know what you were praying for, but hopefully I can help,” I said.

Her head snapped around and she smiled when she saw me.

“I was praying for a happy and healthy child,” she said. Her eyes were bright blue, as was her hair. It made for an interesting combination, with her green skin. She looked like something from a fantasy painting, and in the best of ways.

I reached down and offered her my hand. She slipped her tiny hand in mine and I pulled her to her feet, then reached out and scooped her up into my arms. I had long since grown accustomed to the petite figures of the goblin women, and she was no exception. I looked down and smiled at her large breasts moving with every step I took, visible even through her dress.

“I’m Sefi,” she said, wrapping her arms around my neck and pulling herself close to me.

“Nice to meet you, Sefi,” I said, pecking her on the lips as I opened the door with my boot. I somehow managed to keep my balance as I carried her inside the room.

I felt her body tense up against mine as I carried her towards the bed, so I set her down as gently as possible and took a few steps away to remove my clothes.

“Are you alright?” I asked as I pulled off my boots.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Just a bit nervous.” She fiddled with the laces on the front of her dress.

“Have you ever done this before?” I asked, walking over to hang my cloak on a peg on the wall.

“Not with a man, no,” she said.

I removed my coat and hung it in the wardrobe, then walked back over to the bed. “Is there anything in particular that you’re afraid of?”

Her eyes flicked down to my crotch, then back up to my face. She bit her bottom lip before continuing. “I’ve heard it’s pretty big. I think I’m just afraid it’s going to hurt.”

“I’ll be gentle,” I said as I unlaced my shirt and pulled it off over my head. “I’ll be gentle and we’ll take things nice and slow.” My breeches came next, and then I stood there before her, fully nude.

Her eyes widened as she stared at me for a moment. She continued toying with the laces on the front of her dress, so I walked up to her to help. I took her hand and pulled her to her feet, then pulled one of the laces while she watched me, eyes wide. She wore a more conventional dress, unlike those robe-like ones so many women in the temple wore. I pulled another lace, fully loosening the bodice of her dress.

“Let me help,” I said, kneeling before her. I took the bottom hem of her dress and slowly lifted it, kissing her legs higher and higher as I went. When I got to her waist, I planted a wet kiss right on her labia and spent a moment there, lapping at her delicious, hairless pussy. She gasped as my tongue slid between her delicate folds. I continued raising her dress, and spent a moment sucking on each of her full breasts as well, before finally pulling her dress off over her head and tossing it to the floor.

“Wow,” she said breathlessly. “Maybe I shouldn’t be so scared.”

I grabbed her beneath her armpits and lifted her onto the bed, where I sat her down. “Don’t worry, Sefi. You’re in good hands. Trust me, I want you to enjoy this as much as I will. Now, just lie back and relax.”

“Okay,” she said, a hint of nervousness in her voice. She slowly reclined back on the bed and gently spread her slender thighs.

I moved between those luscious legs of hers and kissed my way up the inside of one of her thighs. Her body tensed, but the moment I got to her pussy she relaxed. I flattened my tongue and ran it up her pussy several times, then pointed it and slid it down, between her labia, and pushed it inside her, savoring her flavor. After that I licked my way up to her clitoris and got comfortable.

I knew I was on the right spot when she twitched several times and started making small moaning noises. I could tell she wasn’t fully comfortable with being vocal, but that was fine. I licked and sucked on her clit, rubbing my tongue side-to-side on it, bringing her closer and closer to orgasm with every movement of my tongue. She was a small thing, so I kept my hands on her thighs, holding tightly to them.

A loud gasp finally broke free from her lips and her entire body tensed up. That was my favorite moment; when a woman was right there on the edge, at peak sensitivity. I rubbed my tongue aggressively across her clit, and she finally let out a loud moan. I had to hold tightly to her hips, as she began bucking against my face.

I let up for a few seconds, then went right back to it. Most women could experience multiple orgasms if you brought them there without a break between. Sefi tangled her fingers in my hair and continued moaning as I lapped at her, and it only took a few minutes for her to reach new heights of pleasure and orgasm a second time.

After her second orgasm, she flopped back on the bed, breathing hard. I got up and washed my face; her pussy juices absolutely covered my face and ran all the way down to my neck. I loved it, but I knew not every woman wanted to kiss that. Once I was clean, I hurried back to the bed.

Sefi’s large breasts rose and fell with each deep breath she took. She reached out for me as I came near, her face eager, her thighs spread wide. Her previous fear had melted with her orgasms.

I moved between her beautiful legs and took hold of my cock, then guided it into her. She was so wet that I slid inside with ease. Sefi sucked in air between her teeth and I pulled out halfway to give her a moment. After a few deep breaths, she nodded and I started moving, slowly at first.

I kept my pace slow, but she was so tight and wet I could tell I wasn’t going to last long. I laid down on top of her, kissing her deeply. Her arms wrapped around my neck and her lips eagerly met mine, our tongues pressing into each other’s mouths.

Her hands slid down my back and she pulled on me, encouraging me to move faster. I picked up the pace a bit, although I remained gentle so as not to hurt her. Sefi moaned against my lips as I gave her full-length strokes. Her hands moved to behind her knees and she held her legs wide, beckoning me to get deeper. I gave her every inch with each stroke, and finally found myself at my limit.

Sefi’s pussy was the perfect combination of tightness and wetness, and I erupted like a volcano inside her, squirting a massive load against her cervix. I moved a hand down to her hip and held her in place while I pumped my seed deep inside her. It was one of the hardest orgasms I’d had in a long time.

After that, I collapsed on top of her, breathing hard. Sefi wrapped her arms around me, and after a moment her legs as well. She showered me with kisses, and we laid there for quite some time, just kissing each other. I was easily twice her size so I rolled us over so that she was on top of me.

She was so beautiful like that, with her pale blue hair framing her beautiful face right above mine. My hands went to her large breasts and I squeezed them while she wiggled her hips on me.

“I can’t wait until all this is over and I can experience that every night,” she said, lying down against my chest. She sighed and snuggled her head beneath my chin, and I held her tightly. I was still inside her, so I reached down and grabbed onto her perky bottom, making her giggle.

“In a week things should start returning to normal,” I told her.

“Really?” she said, sitting up so she could look me in the face. “Everyone knows you’re going to fight Vogrim, but a week? Doesn’t it take four times that just to get there?”

“Not when you’re me,” I said with a wink.

“I can’t even imagine what that’ll be like,” she said, shifting a bit. She kept herself on me, my softened cock buried inside her. “I’ve wanted a man for so long, but Vogrim started poisoning our men before I became an adult.” She looked down at where she sat on me. “I wish I could stay here and make love to you all night, but I know you have a job to do.”

I was tempted to tell her to just stay here in bed with me, but she was right. Sometimes I had to remember that this wasn’t all fun and games, that something was expected of me.

I patted her on her hip. “Whatever man you end up with will be a lucky one indeed,” I said.

She leaned down and kissed me again. “I’m sure he won’t compare to you,” she told me.

Neither of us wanted her to move, but she finally raised herself off of me, clenching her pelvic floor muscles to keep all my cum inside her. She glanced back at me as she crawled off the bed, showing off her every curve. I loved it when women did that.

I was sad to see her go. Like the rest of these goblin beauties, she was an incredible looking woman with a sweet personality. Although as I reminded myself, I was going to marry four of them.

I stayed on the bed for a few minutes, just resting. Without Zozella’s over-the-top blessings, I was still more capable than the average man, but even I needed a bit of rest at times. After a few minutes I got up and poured myself a cup of lukewarm tea. It hit the spot. A damp washcloth cleaned me up, and then I went out into the sanctuary.

I didn’t even bother putting on any clothes. Everyone knew what my reason was for being here, and sometimes it seemed like I had slept with half the city. I walked into the sanctuary, empty save for one woman seated on the front pew, praying, and Prazzi walking across the other side of the room. She saw me and giggled.

I walked up to the seated woman, who had dark violet hair that was almost black, and sat down. Her eyes widened at the sight of me sitting next to her, naked.

“I’m ready when you are,” I said with a smile.


13


The day finally came.

After all this time, after quests to fetch magical gear to ensure I was strong enough, after nearly dying four times, after suffering through riding in a damn wagon for who knew how many miles, the day had finally arrived. It was time to take the fight to Vogrim himself.

My wives acted as if nothing were different, but I could tell they were stressed about the whole thing. I couldn’t blame them.

Thilli and Anna woke me in what had become their normal way, by taking turns sucking me off. They kissed and licked along the full length of my shaft and made out with each other while sucking on the tip. Thilli wrapped her lips around the end and sucked hard while Anna gripped the base of my shaft and stroked me, both of them eager for my cum.

I finally reached orgasm, and this time it was in Anna’s mouth. Her cheeks bulged with the size of my load, but she sucked every drop out of me. The moment I was done, she practically tackled Thilli, kissing her while the two enjoyed the taste of my seed.

It also dawned on me that this was the last time Anna and Thilli would see each other for at least two weeks. With that in mind, it was no surprise when Anna’s fingers moved between Thilli’s thighs. Cirro and Lossia weren’t far behind; the moment they woke, Cirro’s lips were all over Lossia’s body.

As for me, I decided to start my day with a hot bath. I wrapped a towel around my waist and walked out into the sanctuary until I found one of the temple workers. They smiled at my request and said they’d take care of it right away. Only a moment after I went back to the room, four workers came in and began emptying the tub and refilling it with steaming hot water.

I climbed into the tub and relaxed with my head leaning back against the rim and my eyes closed while my wives orgasmed on the bed again and again. It brought a smile to my face, that they loved each other as much as they loved me. While I had never been in a polyamorous relationship before, it turned out to be pretty damn awesome.

I almost fell asleep in the tub, but fingers massaging my scalp made my eyes pop open. It was Cirro, smiling down at me while gently working some soap into my hair. She was so beautiful.

“I’m really going to miss you,” she said, a faint sheen of tears in her eyes. “You had better be careful up there. I know you’re a capable man, but I can’t live without you, Andrew.”

“Don’t worry, honey,” I said. “Nothing in the world can keep me away from you. Not orcs, not a mindeater, and not Vogrim himself.”

She bent down and kissed me on the forehead, then laughed and wiped soap suds from her chin. Anna walked up behind her and placed her hand on Cirro’s shoulder, then leaned against her and smiled down at me.

I leaned back to look at them both. “You’re both so pretty upside-down,” I said, bringing a laugh from them. “Don’t worry, I’m going to be fine. And I promise I’ll be more careful than I have been in the past.”

“No flying through the air and leaping onto the back of monsters!” Thilli called out. “You’ve done that twice now, and still haven’t seemed to learn your lesson!”

“Yeah, no doing anything stupid,” Anna said, placing her hands on her hips.

“I promise,” I said. “Although what I consider stupid might not match up with what you consider stupid.”

Cirro laughed and wiped a tear from her eye. “Just come back to us, okay?”

“Always have, always will,” I said.

“Okay, rinse,” Cirro said.

I dunked my head under the water and scrubbed out the soap, then sat up. “I suppose I should get ready. No use putting it off, and Nerras will be waiting for us.”

I got out of the tub and dried off, then went to the washstand to brush my teeth. For being such an important day, I treated it like any other. After that, I went to my wardrobe and got dressed; white shirt, dark breeches and boots, my heavy gray coat and fur-lined cloak. I grabbed the leather bag someone had made for me and threw some extra clothes in there while Thilli got dressed next to me.

The only thing she wore that wasn’t black was her shirt, which was crisp and white. Her boots, snug-fitting breeches, vest, and coat were all black, as was her cloak. Once she was dressed, she grabbed her nearly waist-length black hair and began braiding it.

“You look better than ever,” Anna said, leaning against her wardrobe while watching Thilli. “I could just eat you up.”

“Pretty sure you already did that,” Thilli said with a smile.

“Back in a few minutes,” I said. I needed to grab the wagon-car from Fennel’s shop. It dawned on me that I should have done that the night before, but I had been busy with other things.

I left the room and walked through the sanctuary. It was empty, which was customary at this early hour. When I walked down the front steps, I stopped halfway.

Not only was the wagon-car parked right in front of the temple, but Fennel had made a few modifications before delivering it. Knowing that I basically needed a tank, he had extended the side armor all the way to the back. It even had a roof now, that went back nearly as far. The large openings that served as windows had a mesh of half-inch thick steel bars so no one could ram a spear through there and stab me in the face. There were no openings on the side so I briefly had concerns about airflow, but it was winter. If anything, the walls would help us stay a bit warmer.

“I think I’ve had nightmares more pleasant than that thing,” Thilli said, suddenly appearing at my side. She wrinkled her nose while looking at the wagon-car. “I’m not even sure what I’m looking at,” she said.

“It’s an armored wagon with suspension,” I said. “And of course, a magical engine so no horses needed. And that plow on the front.”

“Wait a minute,” Thilli said, turning to me. “Are you seriously planning on ramming that thing into minotaurs and orcs?”

“I would tell you to just trust me, but I’m not sure if that would work too well in this situation,” I said with a chuckle.

“Oh jeez, Andrew,” Thilli said, throwing up her hands. “You are determined to give me a heart attack, aren’t you?”

“It’s armored,” I explained. “We’re going to be okay. And it’ll be fast enough that they won’t be able to catch us.”

“So, what if a minotaur tries to chase us down and enter the back of the wagon?” she asked.

“Then Lossia will be there to set him on fire,” I said. “And Nerras will be next to her, keeping her safe.”

Thilli shook her head. “Sometimes I wonder how you talk me into these things,” she muttered. “Is there still room for all our stuff?”

“Of course!” I said. “Right between the seats. And we don’t have to carry any extra feed for the horses, so it’ll be roomier than you think.”

Thilli frowned and shook her head, then gave me a sidelong glance. “You’d better be glad I love you so much, Andrew,”

“I am,” I said, giving her an overly-sweet smile.

Thilli laughed and turned back to the temple. “Come on, let’s get our stuff.”

Ten minutes later, our clothes were neatly packed between the seats with room to spare. Thilli had to help Lossia pack, as the purple-haired beauty wanted to bring her entire wardrobe with her. Two tents folded up and fit nicely in the cargo area. Both Thilli and I brought our armor as well, and Eldrick’s sword and shield neatly rounded out our supplies. Even Thilli’s small shield was added to the pile.

Prazzi arrived with several temple workers in tow, all of them carrying armloads of food appropriate for travel. Sadly, that meant none of it was particularly exciting; several types of dried meat and hard cheeses, a dozen loaves of dark, crusty bread, and a sack of assorted root vegetables. Fortunately, they brought a sack of apples as well; the purple apples that grew around here would last for a good time in a root cellar before softening. So perhaps the food wasn’t all that bad.

“I guess that’s all,” I said, wracking my mind and trying to think of anything that I might be missing.

“I can’t think of anything else,” Thilli said. “Are you alright?” she asked Lossia, who stood at the top of the stairs.

“I’m just nervous,” she said. “I’m a princess, after all. I’ve sat on overstuffed cushions my entire life. Princesses generally don’t go to war.” She took a deep breath and let out a big sigh. “But, someone has to watch out for Andrew.”

I laughed.

“Come on, honey,” Thilli said, holding out a hand towards Lossia.

Anna and Cirro stood at the top of the stairs, their arms around each other.

“I love you!” I called out to them.

“You had better hurry back here,” Cirro said, concealing her tears with a laugh. Anna waved, and I blew them both a kiss.

“We’ll be back sooner than you’d expect,” I said. I didn’t think they realized how much faster travel would be with the wagon-car.

The three of us climbed into the back of the wagon and moved around a bit. I settled into the driver’s side of the front seat, and once everyone was seated, I pulled back on the throttle. After Emperor Laeryth had altered the magical engine, the throttle lever was a bit touchy, so I had to be careful how far back I pulled it.

Thilli let out a little yelp of surprise as the wagon-car lurched forwards. The suspension did its job well, and we rode in relative comfort, although without shock absorbers it did bob a bit. I immediately began to wonder how we could make rubber tires; even solid rubber tires would go a long way towards reducing bumps. Natural rubber wasn’t quite strong enough on its own though, and I didn’t know what people added to it to make it into the tough tire rubber I was familiar with.

“This is incredible!” Lossia called out from the back seat. “I never thought I would see a horseless wagon, but here we are!”

I pushed on the throttle until the wagon came to a stop. Thilli looked a question at me, and I explained the controls to her.

“This is the throttle. Pull it back to move forwards, but do it carefully. And this lever handles the steering. It’s backwards, so push it left to turn right and vice-versa.” With that, I climbed over the back of the seat.

“You expect me to drive this thing?” she asked, her voice incredulous.

“I absolutely do,” I said as I continued climbing through the wagon-car. Fortunately the roof was high enough to make it not overly difficult. “I want people to see my face so they won’t be so terrified of this thing. Hand me my sword please, Lossia.”

I got to the back, where there was just enough of an opening in the sides and roof for me to stand. Lossia handed me Eldrick’s sword and I held it in hand as we took off. Fortunately, I had a firm grip on the steel sides of the wagon-car, as Thilli was a bit heavy-handed with the throttle. The rear wheels spun on the paving stones before catching, and the whole wagon lurched forwards.

“Sorry!” she called out as the wagon-car slowed.

I stood tall in the back of the wagon-car, my sword held high. I felt a bit like a tool, but I wanted people to see something heroic as we passed through the city.

The few people out on the streets that morning pointed and gaped as we passed by. Fortunately, after the first few shaky moments, Thilli drove the wagon-car smoothly. As we approached the gatehouse, the archers nudged their companions and pointed. Soon they all cheered as we drew near.

“Hold on, Thilli!” I called out.

She stopped the wagon-car and I called out to one of the nearest archers atop the gatehouse.

“Soldier!” I said. “Hand me one of those spears.”

One of the archers grabbed a nearby spear, one of the ten-foot-long ones, and bent over the edge of the parapet to hand it to me.

I took it from him, then carefully slid it inside the wagon-car along the side, so that there was no risk of it cutting anyone.

“That’ll come in handy when we run into the minotaurs. Stay strong, and I’ll see you in ten days or less!”

They cheered loudly and I raised my sword high overhead as we passed through the gate. Once we left the city, Thilli steered us to the left so we could circle around Gillamoor. The ride got much bumpier on the grass, so I climbed back inside and took over driving duties.

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s get this done.”
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Icarefully pulled back on the throttle, increasing the speed. Thilli held onto the wooden frame rails of the wagon around her with a white-knuckled grip as the wagon-car slowly sped up to what I guessed was around twenty miles per hour.

“Hold on!” I shouted as I pulled back further on the throttle. The ride quality plummeted as we sped up, but eventually I had the throttle all the way back and we bounced along the ground. The wagon was solid and stable and fortunately nothing fell off or even creaked. Laeryth had indeed tripled the speed of the magical engine; had I to guess how fast we were going, I would have put it a little north of thirty miles per hour. In other words, a bit too fast for the technology of this era.

I pushed on the lever, slowing us down to something quick but more reasonable. It was still much faster than we would have traveled had a team of horses been pulling us. Once we got back on the road, I could pick up the pace and make this trip in no time.

“It’s still a bit bumpy, but I guess that’s inevitable since we’re off road,” Thilli said, looking mildly annoyed with the rough ride. “But this is better than I ever thought I’d experience in a wagon.”

“Yeah, I’m really happy with how this turned out,” I said, speeding up a tiny bit. I couldn’t wait to show Nerras.

We got back on the road once we were north of the city, and it didn’t take us too long to see where Nerras was waiting for us. He took a step back as we approached, and for a moment he looked like his fight-or-flight reaction had been triggered. Fortunately, as we slowed down Lossia stood up in the back of the wagon-car and waved to him. He immediately relaxed and stared in wonder as we pulled up.

“What is this thing?” he asked as we stopped next to him.

“Hey Nerras!” I called out through my window. “Climb in through the back!”

He shook his head as he reached down and threw his saddlebags over his shoulder. Lossia helped him load his things in after he circled around to the rear of the wagon-car.

“Andrew, what is this?” he asked again once he had climbed in.

“It’s my new invention!” I said, perhaps a little too excited. “It’s a wagon, but with suspension so the ride isn’t so damn bumpy. And it’s covered in armor, with a plow up front so we can mow down some minotaurs and orcs when we get there. Oh, and it’s powered by a magical engine, so no horses needed.”

“Incredible,” he said.

“When the fighting gets thick, you and Lossia will sit in the back. I figure you can use a shield and spear to protect her while she sets monsters on fire.”

He chuckled and shook his head. “Sounds like a fun time to me.”

“Oh by the way, Nerras, that's Princess Lossia. Honey, that’s Nerras. He’s the guy that has saved my life like three times.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” she said.

“An honor,” Nerras replied, giving her a seated bow.

From there, the road turned towards Holmar, but a small, worn path continued north. It didn’t get used very often; a small number of archers and scouts stayed near the Black Lake to keep an eye on things, and they were the only ones that really used the road.

“Alright, time to get moving,” I said, and turned to Thilli. “Think you can smooth out the road ahead of us some?”

I felt her draw magic into herself as she frowned through the small window. She was a lot stronger.

“I can sure try,” she said, and went to work. Her magical tendrils reached out into the road, flattening any large bumps and making it as smooth as dirt could possibly be. After only a few seconds, she was already falling behind.

“It doesn’t have to be that smooth,” I said. “Just take the edge off of things. The suspension can handle the rest.”

“Okay,” she said, and went back to work.

She worked much more quickly this time, leaving a number of small bumps and ruts but removing all the larger ones. I pulled back on the throttle and we sped along. Honestly, the road was decent enough that Thilli didn’t have to do much work. I pulled back even more on the throttle, slowly increasing our pace until suddenly we were cruising along at our max speed.

“Holy shit,” Nerras called out over his shoulder. “How is this thing so fast? This feels faster than a horse at full gallop.”

“It probably is,” I said. “And it’s going to shave a lot of time off this trip.”

Since the road was mostly straight, I tapped into my magical well and pulled some power into myself. I then reached out with my magical tendrils and took over for Thilli, smoothing the bumps on the road so that we rode in relative comfort. She sat back on her seat, breathing hard.

“I’m not used to working with that much power,” she said. “This blessing Zozella gave me is going to take some getting used to, but I’m certainly grateful.”

“I can always take over if you get tired,” Lossia said from the back seat.

Moving that way, we made excellent time. This truly was revolutionary; we moved faster than a horse could run, without the hassle of actual horses. Being able to cover twenty or thirty miles in a day was normal for this world; we would probably pass a hundred. I had been told time and time again that it took a week to reach the Black Lake. If we could maintain this pace, we would get there in two days, easily.

Of course, it wasn’t the quietest wagon in the world. The sound of the metal wheels banging along the road, the suspension making noises as it bounced, the wooden frame of the wagon creaking as it struggled to hold everything together.

“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” Thilli said, speaking loudly to be heard over all the racket.

“It’s better than being pulled by horses,” I said.

“I know, you’re totally right,” she said. “But this needs a lot of work before it’s even remotely enjoyable.”

“We should arrive at the Black Lake late tomorrow afternoon,” I said.

Thilli blinked. “Are you serious?”

“As serious as a heart attack,” I said back.

“What are your plans when we get there?” Nerras called out.

“To kill whatever lives in the lake so we can cross it,” I said. “And before you say anything, yes, I know people have tried. But they weren’t me. We’re going to be just fine, trust me. Besides, I have an idea about the spirit.”

I was tempted to just keep moving as quickly as possible all day, but when the sun was high overhead—I had Lossia keep an eye out on that for me, as I had a roof above my head and couldn’t see—I decided to stop so we could stretch our legs and enjoy some lunch.

Everyone moved as if a bit stiff when we exited the wagon-car, but walking a few steps mostly cleared that up. Any complaints about ride quality were quashed when they looked to the north and saw how much closer Vogrim’s mountain was.

For lunch, Nerras made one of his stews. He tossed all the ingredients in a pot and I used magic to heat it. We all let it simmer for a bit while relaxing on the ground.

“If you can smooth the ride on that thing a bit, more, it’ll be incredible,” Nerras said.

Lossia nodded her head emphatically. “My father will order a dozen of them once I tell him about it. Just think of how much more we could ship between the cities.”

“That was my thought,” I said. “Soften the ride a bit, obviously get rid of the armor, and make a wagon that was good at carrying stuff quickly. We could finally have a proper mail system. Imagine writing a letter to someone in York and it arriving in two days.”

“More importantly, how are you going to kill Vogrim?” Nerras asked as he stirred the stew.

“Well, with Eldrick’s shield, his spells can’t really touch me,” I said. “If he casts anything at me, or perhaps I should say when he casts anything at me, the shield will suck it up and transfer the power to the sword, which I can use to add to my own power.”

Nerras whistled appreciatively. “No wonder he was scared of those things.”

Our stew was good, as always. Nerras was quite skilled with making a good travel stew out of relatively bland ingredients. We didn’t spend much time eating, though; once we finished, we cleaned up and packed everything away, then got back in the wagon-car.

“Well, at least it’s fast,” Lossia said. “Although to be fair, it is a lot more comfortable than any other wagon I’ve been in. It’s just a very…. Let’s call it an active ride.”

“Alright, hold on,” I said as I pulled the throttle lever back.

The noise of the steel wheels banging against the hard road wasn’t terrible, but it was enough to make conversation difficult. Thilli was a wonderful travel companion, and I was used to massaging her feet while we chatted. That simply didn’t happen this time; I had to keep my hands on the throttle and steering, not to mention focus on smoothing the road in front of us.

The downside of this fast travel was that by the time we stopped that evening, I was absolutely exhausted. Keeping my focus on the wagon-car’s controls and using magic to smooth the road took their toll, and as we climbed out the back of the wagon, all I could think about was some hot stew and a bit of sleep.

“It’s a shame I can’t hunt from this thing,” Nerras said as he began to prepare the evening stew. “Pretty sure it scared off every animal within a mile radius.”

“Maybe we can mount a ballista on the roof so you can shoot that,” I said with a grin.

“Now you’re talking,” Nerras said. “Especially if we could figure out a way to reload it more quickly. Something magical, maybe.”

“How about a more peaceful use?” Lossia asked.

I thought for a moment. “We could make it a bit larger so it could hold eight or ten people and use it to travel between cities. Really, I think that’s the best use for this technology, post-war. If we can increase traffic between the cities it’ll be huge for the goblin economy. Plus, it’ll make it easier to sell our wine down in York,” I said with a wink.

“Oh, I can’t wait for that,” Thilli said. “Owning our own vineyard and having a big kitchen to cook in. Ugh, can we just get back in that horrible wagon and get this over with so we can start our life?”

Lossia laughed. “So, is that what’s in our future? Just making wine and nothing else?”

I shrugged. “I don’t really have any other skills that transfer to your world, in terms of things that would make money. Colonel Chuleel has been gracious enough to grant me a small salary since I’ve helped strengthen the military, but we’ll need more than that to really make a life. Of course, we have the gold and gems we found in the Drowned Lands, and I’m sure Vogrim will have something valuable lying around, too. But yeah, if we make high-quality wine and sell it, that can be our early retirement.”

“That sounds kind of nice, actually,” Nerras said. “I need to think of something for our future, now that I’m going to be a father. I like fighting, but there isn’t much room in goblin society for that.” He sighed. “I still need to build a larger house as well.”

“Oh, we’re taking care of that for you,” Lossia said. “You’re going to be our neighbor, after all.”

“Okay, this is the second time I’ve heard this. Maybe third,” Nerras said with a laugh.

Lossia just shrugged as if it were nothing out of the ordinary. “After all you’ve done, it’s the least you deserve. Plus you saved my Andrew’s life. Don’t worry, we’re planning it with Kless and Ozee.”

Nerras laughed again. “I suppose there’s no point in arguing. Temple Gardens, right?”

“We’ll grill burgers on the weekend,” I said. “Has anyone invented swimming pools yet? Man, I need to invent some fun things to do.”

And it was that comment that gave me my best idea yet.

“Holy shit,” I said. “We can invent car racing!”
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Sleep came quickly that night. We were all so tired that my wives didn’t even jump my bones; I slept in the middle, with one of them cuddled on each side of me, and we all slept like the dead.

The wagon-car wasn’t really set up for someone to sleep in it, so Nerras took the second tent with a minimal amount of grumbling. With the cold weather, it was better anyways, although he expressed that it would be harder to listen for anyone sneaking up on the camp from inside a tent. He had a point.

The next morning we woke and Nerras made a quick breakfast while the rest of us broke camp. My mind was still stuck on inventing car racing; perhaps as a coping mechanism so I didn’t have to think of my upcoming fight and how terrible it was likely to be.

The wheels were the limiting factor. Wooden wheels wrapped in steel were just plain terrible; there was no way around it. Practically zero traction, and they transferred the energy from every bump right into the wooden rim, the bearings, the axle, and everything else. I promised myself that as soon as the war was done, I would work with Fennel and some others to develop pneumatic tires.

Thilli grumbled a bit as we loaded up into the wagon. I gave her a smile and reminded her that we were already more than halfway there. The ride wasn’t the most pleasant, but at least it was short.

Once everyone was settled in their seats, I pulled back on the throttle and steered us onto the road. I kept it slow for a few minutes while focusing on smoothing the dirt path in front of us.

“We’ll eventually have to look into paving the roads,” I said. “Back in my world, the Romans made roads that in some cases lasted for more than a thousand years. Having paved roads and better tires will make transportation a lot easier, especially long distances. If we can just figure out a good way to do it, that’ll be awesome.”

“I suppose the first invention of its kind is never perfect,” Thilli said as I pulled back a bit further on the throttle. “It’ll take years to perfect things.”

“Oh, absolutely,” I said. The throttle was in a good place, so I kept one hand on the steering lever and reached out, taking her hand in my other one. She smiled at me and squeezed my hand.

“Bucket seats are one of my next planned inventions,” I said. “I want to avoid fifty years of uncomfortable bench seats in cars, like what happened in my world. I need to be comfortable when I drive. Besides, it’s safer.”

Thilli just smiled at me and patted my hand with hers. “Maybe something to keep the wind from blowing my hair all around, since we’re going so fast.”

“Yeah, they’ll all have glass windshields,” I said, pointing at the barred holes we looked through. “Nothing like this. This was just what we were able to do given our limited time and facilities.”

“Glass, like in a window in a house?” Thilli asked. “Wouldn’t that break if a rock hit it?”

“They use a stronger version of glass,” I said. “Something that isn’t really possible with current technology. It’s actually like two pieces of high-strength glass with a gel-like plastic between, so in the event it does break, the pieces don’t fly everywhere. It’s held together and stays in place.”

“Wow,” she said, blinking. “I wouldn’t even have thought to invent something like that.”

“So, as excited as I am to invent car racing, it can actually be very good for cars and car safety in general. When you’re driving fast and trying to beat the other guy, people will make little changes and invent new things to improve the performance and efficiency of their cars. And you have to keep the drivers safe, so they’ll invent new technologies that protect the driver in the event of a crash.”

Something else dawned on me, and I pulled the throttle all the way back. We sped down the road, bouncing along while I grinned like an idiot.

“Hey!” I called out. “I just realized that right now, we’re all in the fastest car in the world!”

I kept our speed fast and stable, flying over the freshly smoothed road. The wind rushed through our barred windows in a manner that wasn’t too pleasant, making me think about windshields again. One step at a time, I reminded myself.

Time passed relatively quickly, mostly because I was so focused on keeping the wagon-car in a straight line while using magic to smooth the road ahead of us. The road began to widen and I saw the telltale signs of more frequent use. That clued me in that we were drawing closer to the goblin outpost in this area.

There were probably scouts in the area watching us as we zoomed by, so I called out over my shoulder for Nerras to stand up in the back of the wagon and wave so they wouldn’t start firing arrows at us.

I pushed on the throttle lever and cut our speed in half as we approached. No need to startle anyone.

“I think I see the outpost,” Thilli said, squinting through our barred window.

Which of course meant I didn’t see anything for another thirty seconds. But finally, the outpost came into view.

The main building at the outpost was roughly the size of a large house and sturdily built, with stone walls and a steeply pitched slate tile roof. It looked like it could withstand a hurricane; not that they got any this far inland. Three outhouses stood forty feet behind it, on the edge of the treeline. Several dozen chickens wandered around the area, pecking at the ground.

Next to the house stood a stone tower, round and easily five stories tall. Between the crenelations I caught a glimpse of several goblin scouts, one with a large looking glass in his hands. Their job was to keep a lookout for any of Vogrim’s minions coming this way. The others held bows at the ready, and kept a wary eye on us, even with Nerras standing in the back waving.

Of course, a shortcut through the woods would avoid this outpost completely, which was likely how the minotaurs and orcs made it to Gillamoor in the past. But we needed to stop here.

I pushed on the throttle lever and slowed our wagon-car to a crawl as we entered the area. Angling the steering lever a bit, I guided us towards the main building and eventually stopped the wagon-car. Nerras hopped out of the back, with Lossia close behind. I helped Thilli crawl over the seats, making sure to slap her on the ass as she did so, and I was the last one out of the vehicle.

Three goblin soldiers, all of them armored and armed, approached us with clear caution on their faces. They stared at the wagon-car, and relaxed a bit when they saw us exit from the rear.

“By the gods, what is this thing?” one of them asked.

“The future,” I replied, stepping forwards. “Look, I’ll cut right to it; we’re here to fight Vogrim.”

The goblin in the center nodded as he looked me up and down. “So, you’re him, then? This Andrew guy we’ve all heard about.”

“How long have you been up here?” I asked.

“We stay here for six months at a time,” he replied. “We’ve all heard a lot about you. It’s an honor to have you here. I’m Sergeant Haax, and these two are Privates Strozz and Polk. So, uh….” he looked around for a moment, then back to me. “Not to be rude, but what exactly are you doing here?”

“Just resting for a moment, then we’re crossing the Black Lake,” I replied.

He barked a laugh. “No, you’re not. No one crosses the Black Lake. If you want my advice, don’t come within ten feet of the shore, or you’re likely to die. I’ve lost several men to that evil bitch in there.”

“I’ll work my charm on her, then,” I said, staring off to the north. I could see it up there through a clearing in the trees. The Black Lake, where supposedly the spirit of some elven woman killed anyone that even came near.

“Well, your best bet is to try around sundown,” Sergeant Haax said. “She tends to be the most active around then, calling out for vengeance and justice and whatnot.”

“Vengeance for what?” I asked.

Haax shrugged. “No one knows. She doesn’t generally talk to people, and my men know not to get close to the lake.”

“Yeah, that makes sense,” I muttered. “Mind if we join you guys for lunch?”

“Sounds great,” Sergeant Haax said, waving us towards the main building. “Polk bagged a deer earlier, so we have a fresh pot of venison stew cooking as we speak.”

“Good thing Cirro isn’t here, then,” Lossia said with a chuckle. Thilli looked a question at her. “Cirro doesn’t like meat,” Lossia explained.

“All glory to the mothers,” Sergeant Haax said as Thilli and Lossia stepped closer. All three of the soldiers bowed deeply to them.

“Your kindness is appreciated,” Lossia said, inclining her head.

“When do you want to try it?” Nerras asked as he stepped up next to me.

“Tonight, I guess,” I replied, staring off through the clearing in the trees.

I had survived an ancient elven necromancer, a plague beast, and a mindeater, so this elven spirit didn’t scare me that much. But so far, everything I had fought had been physical, corporeal beings. If she was a spirit, that might complicate things.

Unless she was still susceptible to magic, in which case she wouldn’t stand a chance.

“Let’s have that lunch,” Sergeant Haax said.
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Iwas really starting to get used to stew, which before coming to this world was a food I almost never ate. The venison stew prepared by the soldiers was quite delicious, and we all sat around a large table, chatting while we ate.

Sergeant Haax explained that they worked in shifts, ensuring that three soldiers were always on top of the tower and two runners with fast horses ready in case they saw anything. As the landscape essentially forced anyone traveling from Mount Doom to the south to pass through this area, they were almost guaranteed to see them. The recent party that attacked Gillamoor had carved a trailer through dense forest to avoid the outpost, although I knew the reality was that the dozen minotaurs and thirty orcs would have absolutely flattened the dozen goblin soldiers here. That path in the forest had since been blocked and covered by the goblins.

“So, what can you tell me about the spirit in the lake?” I asked around a mouthful of stew.

“She’s a bitch,” one of the soldiers said, bringing a round of quiet laughs from the other men.

“No one knows that much about her,” Sergeant Haax said. “But the few things that are known are pretty widely known, if that makes any sense. She’s an elf, or at least she was. No one knows when she died, or how for that matter. Someone clearly wronged her at some point, as the only times she talks she cries for vengeance and justice. No one knows anything about that, either. But anytime anyone has gone near the lake, she appears and attacks without hesitation.”

“Are you sure about this?” Lossia asked me. Thilli looked concerned.

I nodded. “Ulenor told me a story once, so I have a sneaking suspicion I’ll be able to handle this without violence. But if that happens, I’m pretty confident I can take her out. Especially with Lossia and Thilli here, if it comes to that.”

“I just hope you’re more careful than you were with the plague beast,” Thilli said. “No jumping on this woman’s back, okay? She’d probably just drown you.”

“Nah, I grew up in Florida,” I said with a grin. “I’m a great swimmer.”

“You are insufferable sometimes,” Thilli said, but there was no heat in her voice.

Sergeant Haax just shook his head. “You need to approach this with utter caution,” he said. “Look, if you want to try to talk to her, just stop about twenty feet from the shore. After a moment she’ll likely appear and start trying to scare you off. She can’t really reach that far; the problem is when people get closer, to prove their bravery.” He scoffed. “Or in one case, to take a piss.”

“Thanks for the tip,” I said. To be honest, I wasn’t looking forward to it. But if my suspicions were true, it wouldn’t even come to a fight.

“I’ve heard that she doesn’t attack women,” Sergeant Haax continued. “I don’t know if there’s any truth to that or if it’s just a rumor, though.”

“Good to know,” I said.

Once we finished our late lunch, Sergeant Haax showed me around the place while Nerras and the women relaxed. He took me to the top of the tower, which offered a breathtaking view. Mount Doom stood just to my left, towering over everything like the view of the mountains from Denver, Colorado. The Black Lake was only around a hundred feet away, and the water indeed looked black as ink, although half of it was covered with ice. I wasn’t sure if that was a trick of light and shadow or for nefarious reasons that it looked so dark.

My mind went back to all my training and experience back in the army. Kicking in doors and clearing rooms in Afghanistan, somehow surviving the Korengal Valley, rucking overnight to get to our objective. Vogrim was going to be a walk in the park compared to everything I had seen on Earth. At least here I didn’t have to worry about IEDs or bullets flying by my head.

“This view is incredible,” I said, looking around. That high, I could see for miles in every direction. “Once all this is done, this needs to be a vacation destination. Maybe we can build a bridge over the Black Lake and people can go skiing on Mount Doom.”

Sergeant Haax barked a laugh. “Wouldn’t that be something? This place is so filled with bad memories. Turning into a place that brought people joy would indeed be an incredible change.”

“Soon,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder. “Hey, have you been able to see much of the army Vogrim is building up?”

Sergeant Haax pursed his lips. “A bit, yeah. We aren’t entirely certain as our view can be limited, but we think they left about a week and a half ago. They were moving damn fast, though.” He took a deep breath. “I won’t sugarcoat it for you, Andrew. It was huge. Thousands of minotaurs and orcs. So many lizardfolk that we couldn’t even count them.”

“Great,” I said dryly. “Well, at least I have a plan that should help with that. Thanks for the intel.” I looked down and saw my companions chatting with several of the soldiers. I would tell them about Vogrim’s army once we were done with the spirit of the lake. No need to stress them out now.

“Let’s see the rest of this place,” I said.

The main building was about as simple as could be. It stood two stories tall, with a massive dining room and kitchen taking up almost the entire first floor—some storage made up the rest of the floor—and the second floor being all bedrooms. Next to the building was a large training yard, and I was pleased to see that even up here they trained according to the new regulations I had helped create. Multiple archery targets made from stacked hay dotted the area, and the wear and tear in the center of them showed that the goblins here were skilled with their bows.

“So, do you go on patrols?” I asked.

“We do, although we have to be careful,” Sergeant Haax explained. “If we were to run across a group of minotaurs, we couldn’t do much more than just piss them off with a few arrows. From the tower we could hit them with enough to make a difference, but out in the open it simply isn’t safe. So patrols are conducted from horseback, usually three men to a team.”

The sun crept closer to the horizon as our tour concluded. Haax glanced at the position of the sun in the sky with a frown, then turned to me.

“If you’re still crazy enough to try to mess with the lake spirit, the time is getting close. Just keep your distance, remember?”

I nodded. “Can do. Thanks, Sergeant Haax.”

I walked back into the main building, where Nerras, Lossia, and Thilli were all seated at the table, chatting over hot tea. They were all getting along well, which made me glad. For such a hardass, Nerras was a good travel companion. He’d make a good neighbor.

“The sun’s getting close to setting,” I said as I approached the table. “Whenever you guys are ready, let’s head up to the lake.”

Nerras set his hands on the table. “I suppose we should get our armor, then,” he said as he pushed himself to his feet. Thilli and Lossia followed.

Together, we all went outside to the wagon-car. Nerras climbed in the back and began handing out everyone’s armor and weapons. I helped Thilli into her blackened leather armor, buckling it along each side, and she did the same to me. Then, we both helped Nerras into his breastplate.

“So, I guess I’m just going to keep my distance,” Lossia said, looking down at her dress and cloak. She plucked at the cloth. “I don’t think this will help much.”

“Yeah, you stay safely behind and just help with magic if we need it,” I said as I settled my helmet on my head. Nerras handed me Eldrick’s shield, and I thanked him as I settled it on my arm. He then handed me Eldrick’s sword, and I gave it a few test swings, then nodded at the others. “Let’s go,” I said.

The four of us made our way north along the road, leaving the outpost and approaching the Black Lake. A worm of nervousness slithered in my gut, but I forced it down and concentrated on the task at hand.

The road continued north all the way to the shore of the lake, then turned sharply to the right. It followed the edge of the lake, although it never got closer than thirty feet to the edge of the water. The strip of land between the road and the lake was visibly untouched, as if not even animals or plants dared to venture there.

“I don’t like this,” Lossia said. “Not one bit.”

“You’re not the only one,” Thilli said.

“How about you, Nerras?” I asked.

He just grunted and shrugged. Nothing bothered the man.

We stopped about forty feet from the shore and waited. After a few minutes, we finally heard it; a thin, keening wail that sounded like it came from a long distance. It gradually increased in volume, and I finally realized there were words within her cries. And cries they were; heartache and sorrow filled her voice.

“It sounds like the elven language,” Thilli said.

“It is,” Lossia said. “I can’t understand it all, but she’s asking why.”

“Why what?” I asked.

Lossia shrugged. “Like I said, I can’t understand it all.” She paused and listened for a moment. “It sounds like someone wronged her, and she wants to know why. And, of course, she wants revenge.”

That served to solidify my suspicions. At least, I damn sure hoped so, or else I’d be in a world of hurt.

“Okay,” I said, firming my grip on Eldrick’s sword. “Let’s do this.”
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Itook a few careful steps forwards, inching towards the source of the wailing voice. Her crying didn’t change until I got around twenty feet away.

The voice of the spirit suddenly went quiet. I looked around, but didn’t see anything. Looking over my shoulder at my companions, they shook their heads, indicating they hadn’t seen anything either.

“Hello?” I called out, although I wondered if I needed Lossia to translate into the elven language.

I took another few steps forwards and the surface of the lake suddenly boiled. Dark foam bubbled to the surface as a woman’s head emerged. She slowly rose, until her shoulders, then her entire torso was visible.

The spirit of the lake.

She was fully nude and looked slightly incorporeal, almost the faintest bit translucent. I had heard she was an elven woman, and I saw this now. Both her hair and skin were almost completely white, having been drained of color in death. Although she lived in the lake, her hair was still ornately braided in the elven style, with pointed ears visible. High cheekbones and modelesque features made up a face that looked frozen in cold fury. Her eyes were pale gray, and as cold as the winter weather around. Her figure was slender, with small, perky breasts and supple arms and legs, and flawless with the exception of a jagged hole in her chest, right over her heart.

Seeing the wound in her chest made me more confident that I was correct in my supposition about her origins. It also made me a bit sad that someone would kill a woman so beautiful. I also suddenly realized that I didn’t know what to say to her.

Lossia saved the day. She took a step forward and called something out in the elven language. The spirit of the lake glared at her for a moment before answering in a few clipped words.

“Care to translate?” I asked.

“I asked her what she wanted,” Lossia said. “She wants revenge. Justice. That’s all she said.”

I took another few steps closer to the lake, making sure to keep Eldrick’s shield in front of me. The spirit’s eyes narrowed and she glared at me, angrily muttering something in the elven language as I came closer.

Eldrick’s sword was a bit of a tight fit in my scabbard, but its blade was close enough in size to my other sword that I was able to slide it in. While keeping my shield ready, I raised my other hand in what I hoped was a peaceful gesture.

“I want to talk,” I said, taking another step closer. “I think I know what happened to you, and I can help.”

She bared her teeth in a snarl and thrust her hand out at me. A torrent of raw magical power, enough to strip the very flesh from my bones, slammed into Eldrick’s shield and disappeared. She staggered back a step as magical power was torn from her, sinking down to her knees in the dark water. Her face contorted in anger, far beyond what should have been physically possible, and she pushed herself back to her feet. She stood there on the surface of the water, nothing but hatred and murder in her gaze.

“I know what happened to you!” I called out, hoping she would listen.

She didn’t.

The spirit woman held her hands out to her side and water began to rise in two columns. I had a bad feeling about this, so I held Eldrick’s shield ready.

Thilli was suddenly there, by my side. A second later, Lossia stood at my other side, with Nerras next to her.

“You guys, take a step back,” I said. “The shield will only protect me. I don’t want you guys to get hurt.”

“Your fight is our fight,” Nerras said, his voice grim.

“Lossia, you don’t even have armor,” I said. “Please, just give me a moment. Back up some, guys. If I can’t talk her down, then we’ll all do this together.”

I took a step closer to the spirit just to put some space between me and my companions. The spirit of the lake continued her magic, causing two spiraling towers of water to rise from the surface as if they were solid instead of liquid.

“Listen, I know what happened,” I said. “I think I can help put your mind at ease.” I crossed my fingers and hoped she would listen.

Once again, she didn’t.

She sent all the water in both columns blasting at me. Since it wasn’t a magical attack, my shield couldn’t do anything. It felt like getting hit by a hundred fire hoses on full blast all at once. The force of the impact sent me flying back five feet before I crashed to the ground. The shield slammed into my face, cutting my cheek open.

The spirit of the lake began slowly walking closer, her feet on the surface of the water as if it were solid ground.

“No!” Thilli shouted as she raced towards me. She placed herself between me and the spirit of the lake and drew her dagger. In one swift motion, she drew her arm back and hurled it, using magic to guide its flight. The dagger struck the spirit right in the chest and sank all the way to the hilt.

Lossia ran up to me, helping me off the ground. I spat a mouthful of blood onto the dirt and pushed myself to my feet. Nerras took a step closer, warily eyeing the spirit.

“I’m okay,” I said to Lossia.

My head rang like a bell, and I felt nauseous. Probably a concussion.

“If you think you can harm him, you’ll have to go through me first,” Thilli said in a voice as hard as steel. She settled her magical tiara on her head and glared at the spirit.

Lossia left my side and went to stand next to Thilli. She held the ruby dagger in her hand, and I felt her start to draw power into herself in massive amounts.

“If you take one step closer to him, I’ll cut your fucking head off,” Thilli grated. “I don’t care if you kill me; I’ll take you with me.” Her face was flushed with anger, her hair windblown. Even Lossia, peaceful Lossia, had her hands clenched into fists, and color stained her cheeks. She held enough magic in her to flatten the entire area. They were both ready to fight for what they loved. They had never looked so beautiful as they did in that moment.

The spirit of the lake stopped her advance, taken aback by Thilli’s fierceness. She crossed her arms, ignoring the dagger sticking out of her chest.

“And who is this man? Women create, but men destroy everything they touch. What kind of man inspires such fierce loyalty in women so beautiful?” She looked Thilli and Lossia up and down, then glanced at me as I stepped up next to them. “And they are not even of your race.” She had a strange accent, like French or Italian or something. I suppose it was due to her being an elf.

The spirit looked at my wives again and suddenly inhaled deeply. “You are both pregnant. You would risk all that for a man?” She filled the word with scorn.

“Absolutely,” Thilli said. “I love him.”

“Without hesitation or a second thought,” Lossia said.

I reached into the neck of my armor and withdrew my pendant, the amulet I had taken from the necromancer Odewyn so long ago. I broke the chain and held the amulet so it was visible, above my head.

The spirit’s face changed the moment she noticed it. Her brows drew down and her mouth fell open in shock and outrage. She screamed in anger, loud enough that we all had to cover our ears and take a step back.

“That amulet!” she roared. “Where did you get that amulet? Who gave it to you? I can feel him on it! Answer me, now!”

“No one gave it to me,” I yelled back. “I took it from that bastard Odewyn after I killed him!”

Some of the heat immediately faded from her voice. “You killed him?” She sounded suddenly wary, almost confused. “He’s dead?” she asked as if she couldn’t believe it was true.

“I boiled the blood in his veins,” I said, hoping my plan would work. My story was mostly true, and that had to be enough. “When I learned how he came into power, I was angry. No one should commit a crime like that, not for any reason.”

“What are you talking about?” Lossia asked.

“Thilli, do you remember what Ulenor said about Odewyn?” I asked. “Specifically, what he did to gain power?”

“I think,” she said. “He partnered with demons, and killed….” She turned and looked at the spirit, her eyes wide. “His wife.” Lossia gasped.

Nerras, of course, didn’t react at all. I was convinced the world could catch on fire and it wouldn’t ruffle his feathers.

“I punished him for killing you,” I said, holding the pendant in front of me. What was her name? Ulenor had told me once. “He’s dead, Soliana, and he died in pain. He’ll never hurt anyone again, and you can finally be at peace.”

The spirit of the lake—Soliana was her name—fell to her knees. I thought for a moment that she was going to cry, but she kept it together. She stared at nothing for a while, then finally noticed the dagger sticking out of her chest. She reached up and pulled it out, then tossed it onto the shore.

“I never thought I would see this day,” she said, her voice empty, almost hopeless. “All my anger, my feelings of betrayal…. I knew they would last forever. Odewyn would grow in power, and never face judgement for what he did to me.” She looked up at me. “But you killed him. Because of you, I know the taste of vengeance.”

I took another step closer, still holding the pendant in my hand. “Do you want this?”

She stared at it for a moment. It was just a green gem encased in a golden frame, rather simple to be honest, but she stared at it like her eyes were glued to it.

“I can feel him in that amulet,” she said, eyeing it cautiously. “Not only his power, but him. The evil that he became, the powers that he aligned with. They are all within that amulet.”

“So, I’m going to take that as a no,” I said, lowering my hand. I slipped the amulet in my coin purse.

“What is your name?” Soliana asked.

“Andrew,” I said. “Andrew Jones.”

She studied my face for a moment. I reached up and removed my helmet so she could get a better look at me.

“You are not from this world, are you?” she asked.

I shook my head. “I was brought here to kill Vogrim and save the goblin people. In reality, I’ll be saving everyone, since Vogrim will just kill the orcs and the elves once he’s done with the goblins.”

She reached her hand out to me. I stared at it for a moment, then stepped closer and took her hand in mind. Her flesh was ice cold, like the bottom of the Black Lake. It was dry, which surprised me since she lived in the water. Although she was only a spirit, so that probably had something to do with it.

I looked down at her hand in mine. She was just translucent enough that I could see through her hand if I tried.

“I can be at peace now,” she said. “After so long, I’m not sure I remember what peace even is.”

I took a step into the lake and pulled her to me, into a tight embrace. She initially resisted, but then held me in return.

“This is peace,” I said, stroking the back of her hair. “Nothing can ever give you back what was taken from you, but at least now you can rest.”

“Yes,” she said, laying her head on my shoulder for a moment. She squeezed me briefly, then straightened up and looked me in the eyes. “Thank you, Andrew Jones.”

“Can we cross the lake in the morning?” I asked, hoping she wouldn’t take offense to me changing the topic.

Soliana turned and looked around herself. “I cannot hold onto my anger any longer. It leaks out of me like water from a sieve.” She turned back to me. “You may cross whenever you wish, Andrew. You and anyone else. My anger was the only thing holding me to this world, and now that’s gone. As I said, now I can be at peace.”

Thilli and Lossia walked up and stood on either side of me. Soliana looked at them both and smiled.

“Take good care of this man,” she said to them, smiling faintly.

“We plan on it,” Lossia said, looping her arm through mine.

Soliana took a step back and began to fade as she sank into the water. It only took her ten feet to disappear completely.

“That went a lot better than I expected,” Nerras said. His sword was in his hand. “How did you know she was Odewyn’s wife?”

I shrugged. “Part of it was luck, but I remembered Ulenor telling me that Odewyn’s wife had also been a powerful sorceress. And he killed her around the same time the spirit in the lake began killing people.”

“I’m glad you have a good memory,” Thilli said. “I had forgotten about half of that.”

“Come on,” Lossia said, pulling me back towards the outpost. “Let’s get some dinner and talk about our next step.”
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They had extra beds at the outpost, so Nerras slept in one that night. None of the beds were big enough for three people though, so Lossia, Thilli, and I slept outside in our tent, cuddled together. Of course they took turns riding me first, and after the events of that day they left me exhausted enough that I slept soundly, even in the cold.

The next morning, They woke me by taking turns going down on me. It wasn’t an intense makeout fest like Thilli and Anna every morning, but it was still quite a wonderful way to wake up.

When we packed up our gear and made our way into the main room of the outpost, we found Nerras already working with several other goblin soldiers to make some breakfast. The smell of fresh bread and eggs filled the room, making my stomach rumble as I walked up to the large table where several soldiers sat, including Sergeant Haax.

“I still can’t believe you dealt with her without any violence,” Sergeant Haax said as I sat across from him. “That woman has killed probably a few dozen people here over the years. A lot of people learned the hard way that her reach is much longer than you’d expect.”

Apparently, the story of how I had killed her husband, the evil necromancer Odewyn, a few months ago had spread like wildfire through the soldiers. I received quite a few appreciative nods and handshakes, even a few salutes that morning.

“So, crossing the lake this morning?” Sergeant Haax asked. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

I thought on that for a moment. “You guys might want to pack up and move back to Gillamoor. With that army on the move, once they get here they’ll tear this place down and kill everyone. Save yourselves and join the fight at Gillamoor.”

Several of the soldiers nodded soberly at that. No man liked the thought of running from a fight, but no one wanted to die.

“That’s something that has come up a number of times since we first saw the army,” Sergeant Haax said. He looked around at the other soldiers. “I like to think we could help when the army marches past. Send enough arrows into their soldiers, maybe kill some of the minotaurs and orcs. But as you said, they’d tear the tower down and kill every one of us. I suppose these men would do more good somewhere else.”

“I can think of some great uses for you guys,” I said, grinning around a mouthful of dark, crusty bread and scrambled eggs. “When used properly, a small, highly mobile force like this can be devastating.”

“Well, just let us know what you want us to do,” Sergeant Haax said.

He seemed excited, and even more so when I laid out my plan to him. Some of the other soldiers sitting with us grinned devilishly at each other after hearing me talk. Thilli just rolled her eyes, and Lossia shook her head. Nerras nodded and added a few suggestions.

When breakfast was done, we said a round of goodbyes to the soldiers, even though they would see us again in a few days. Our discussion of my plan revived their spirits, and they all talked and tried to further develop my ideas.

Being stationed up here next to the Black Lake was a cold, lonely job. I was glad I could inspire a bit of courage and happiness in those soldiers.

We loaded up the wagon-car and began climbing in. One of the soldiers had baked us a few loaves of crusty bread, which always came in handy while traveling. It was a shame we couldn’t have any new wine skins, but then again I wanted my mind to be clear over the next few days.

“See you all soon,” I said with a wave as I climbed into the back of the wagon.

The soldiers lined up in front of the main building and bid us farewell as we sped away. I pulled on the throttle and the wagon-car moved forwards, steadily approaching the Black Lake. That lake would probably need a new name now, I thought to myself.

As we grew closer to the not-so-black lake, I noticed that the water was, indeed, lighter. It was a beautiful shade of dark blue, the kind of color I expected from a lake in the mountains. I pushed on the throttle, bringing the wagon-car to a halt right on the edge of the shore.

“So, how are we going to cross?” Thilli asked.

“Prepare to be impressed,” I said with a grin.

I opened myself to my magical well, and the moment I started to pull power into myself I remembered Eldrick’s sword. After reaching behind the front seat and grabbing the sword, I pulled power from it and added it to my own. Fortunately, the spirit Soliana had tried to cast some rather powerful magic at me, so all of that was sitting there in Eldrick’s sword, ready to be used. I held enough magical power within me to topple a building, but instead I sent my magical tendrils out to the surface of the lake.

I pulled heat from the already cold water. A thin layer of ice covered most of it, but now that ice thickened and grew until a broad pathway led from one side of the lake to the other.

“An ice bridge,” Thilli said, crossing her arms and looking at me. “Okay, I’m impressed.”

Ice was strong, but I didn’t want to take any chances. I pulled more heat energy from the water, until the ice was a foot thick. That would easily hold the wagon-car, especially when floating on the water. Once the ice bridge was done I released my hold on all that magical power. There was a bit of room in the front of the wagon-car, right in front of the steering lever, so I set Eldrick’s sword there so it would be easy to grab if I needed it.

“One day we can build a proper bridge here,” I said as I pulled back on the throttle lever.

The wagon-car crept forwards onto the ice. The wheels struggled for traction, but soon we were speeding along the smooth surface.

“At least this blocks most of the wind,” Thilli said, holding her cloak tightly around herself. “I would hate to make this trip on an open wagon.”

“Wait until we have windows and heaters,” I said with a smile. “Air conditioning is likely a long ways off, but we can at least have some fans for the summer.”

“Can we make it less ugly?” Lossia asked from the back.

“Absolutely!” I replied.

We crossed the lake and made it onto the hard, rocky soil on the other shore. I kept our speed slow for a moment, not knowing what to expect.

“I don’t think anyone has been here in hundreds of years, with the exception of Vogrim’s creepy monsters,” Thilli said. “How long until we find a road again?”

“Haax said the road was just a mile or so north of the shore,” I said. “At least the army has already marched, so there shouldn’t be much for us to deal with here. Some stragglers, those deemed too weak to march with the main force. At least, I hope so.”

“So, what you’re saying is we should get ready to fight,” Nerras said.

“Probably,” I replied.

I kept our speed low as we bounced across the rough ground. Much of it was stone, which was a lot more difficult to flatten with magic, so there wasn’t much we could do but suffer. A few minutes later we reached the road and things smoothed out.

“Man, I wish we had better visibility in this thing,” I said, looking through the square barred hole in front of me.

“I’ve got you,” Nerras said. He stood up and turned to the front, leaning his arms on the steel roof of the wagon-car. From there he could see all around us. “Nothing yet!” he called out.

I wanted to speed up, but I resisted the urge. The last thing I wanted to do was charge into a situation where I was surrounded by Vogrim’s soldiers. Moving more slowly, if we saw a group that was too large to handle, we could quickly turn around and flee to safety if need be.

“Man, there were a lot of boots marching here,” Nerras said. “The road is all torn up. I’m glad we missed them, although I know we’ll have to deal with them soon.”

“Soon,” I agreed. “But we won’t be fighting them directly. Or, for that matter, fairly.”

“Good,” Nerras said. “Hey, I see something up ahead.”

I saw it as well. Mount Doom loomed ahead of us, monolithic as it rose to the sky. Familiar colors and shapes stood out in the distance, at the base of the mountain. A few wisps of smoke, the kind that came from chimneys, rose lazily into the air.

I reached forwards and touched the hilt of Eldrick’s Sword, just so I was familiar with its location. Next to me, Thilli placed her tiara on her head.

“It’s like a small city,” Nerras said.

I glanced back and saw Lossia hand him his quiver, which he attached to his belt, and then his bow. He drew an arrow and nocked it, then waited.

Looking back through my window, I saw what he meant. The shapes in the distance eventually became buildings. Many of them were massive, as if sized for minotaurs. Several people walked across the road up ahead, and from their size I assumed they were orcs.

“What’s the plan?” Lossia called out.

I glanced back over my shoulder again, seeing Nerras still standing there. He was deadly with an arrow, but it was also vulnerable standing there.

“Fire off a few arrows once we get in range, Nerras,” I said. “I’ll keep our speed low so you don’t tumble out the back. After that, grab the shield and spear and protect Lossia. We’re going to burn this whole fucking place down.”
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Ipushed on the throttle, slowing us to a crawl so I could watch through my barred window for a moment and gauge the situation.

No wall surrounded the city, which I found slightly odd until I remembered that no one would dare come up here except for those already sworn to Vogrim. A plethora of stone and brick buildings flanked each side of the road, most of them of average height, both one- and two-story. Beyond those I saw buildings, houses, and what I assumed were something like barracks; buildings with doors that stood twelve feet high. Those were clearly for the minotaurs.

Two orcs on the street noticed our wagon-car approaching and stopped what they were doing to watch us. From their posture, they had no idea what they were looking at. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Nerras crouched down, so that only the top of his head was visible over the roof of the wagon-car.

“Think you can get those two, Nerras?” I asked, pulling slightly on the throttle.

“With ease,” he replied. “Just get me a bit closer.”

“Why don’t you just kill them with magic,” Thilli asked.

“Because I have a feeling the moment I use any magic, Vogrim will know I’m here,” I replied. “So if we can get even a hundred feet closer before I start wrecking things, I think that’ll help.”

“We’ll have to abandon the wagon once he shows up to the party,” Nerras said. “Unless you feel like strapping Eldrick’s shield to the front of it.”

“Shit,” I said. “You’re right. It’s okay, we’ll adjust. Maybe I’ll just have you drive it.”

“Don’t tempt me with a good time,” Nerras said with a chuckle. “Okay, just a little closer.”

The orcs in front of us noticed something was amiss, as one of them ran into a nearby building and emerged a moment later with two spears. He handed one of the spears to his companion, then cupped his free hand next to his mouth and hollered a warning.

“Can’t have that happening,” Nerras said.

I pulled back on the throttle, bringing us closer. Nerras was a crack shot with a bow, but closing the distance would help greatly. I glanced over my shoulder again and saw him stand up straight, then pull the bowstring back and fire. His arrow struck one of the orcs in the center of the chest, and only a few seconds later a second arrow flew through the air and pierced the neck of the other orc.

“We should just let Nerras do all the work for us,” Thilli said. “Nice shot, Nerras.”

“Thanks,” he said. “I see some minotaurs in the distance. More people are coming after those guys called out that warning.” He paused for a moment, looking ahead as we drew closer. “They don’t look like warriors. I think the people that remain here are workers. Whatever they are, they look pissed.”

“Well, they’re sworn to an evil bastard,” I said. “So don’t for a moment stay your hand because you think you’re killing an innocent. Remember, there are no innocents here.”

“Don’t worry,” Thilli said. “I don’t plan on leaving anyone alive.”

“Here, sit down,” Lossia said, tugging on Nerras’s jacket. “He’s going to start driving crazily in a moment.”

“You’re right,” Nerras said. “Thilli, slide me that spear, will you?”

Thilli nudged the spear back from where it rested along the side of the interior of the wagon-car. Nerras reached over the back of the rear seat and grabbed Eldrick’s shield, then the spear. He settled in the rear seat with the shield covering much of the opening back there, and the spear held ready.

“Alright, everyone hold on,” I said, pulling back on the throttle. “Things are about to get really bad, really quick.”

Next to me, Thilli gripped a steel crossmember that was roughly in the same place as a dashboard would be, and her brows furrowed in a deep frown.

I yanked the throttle lever back and the rear wheels spun on the rocky ground as they struggled to find purchase. At the same time, I opened myself to my magical well and filled myself with power.

With my other hand, I steered us close to the nearest building. I couldn’t tell what it was just by the look of it, but I sent a massive wave of fire and heat energy into it. The stone glowed red within seconds of my attack, and flames erupted from every window and door. Immediately after that, an orc man threw himself from a second-floor window, crashing hard into the ground. He let out a blood-curdling scream and beat at the flames that covered his body, frantically trying to put them out, but seconds later he was dead. The smell of burned meat was everywhere.

“By the gods, Andrew,” Thilli said, swallowing heavily.

“You might want to close your eyes for some of this,” I told her. “It’s going to get a lot worse.”

Thilli shook her head. “I’m alright,” she said, but she looked like she might vomit.

I swerved side to side, my path sinuous as I sped through the outskirts of the city. Every building I came across, I flooded with fire. Lizardfolk spilled onto the streets, many of them burning, but they all scrambled towards the wagon-car, seeking to swarm us.

I lashed out with my magical tendrils, attacking them in every way I could think of. Powerful gusts of precisely focused wind severed limbs and separated heads from bodies, gouts of flame erupted from the ground, consuming flesh, and magical tendrils pulled meat from bones and sent body parts flying as projectile weapons. Every building within fifty feet of us burst into flames.

Thilli helped, sending bolts of lightning towards a swarming mass of lizardfolk that wielded spears and swords. They screeched as they died, mouths snapping and weapons flailing about, often hacking into their companions.

There had to have been nearly a hundred of the little scaled bastards in that pile, so I sent a surge of magical energy into them. It exploded like a bomb, spraying body parts and gore in every direction. Steaming intestines and meat splattered across the front of the wagon car and Thilli covered her mouth with her hand and looked away. The stench was overpowering.

“Take a moment,” I shouted over all the racket. “It’s okay, just keep looking away for a moment. I can handle this.”

I heard a percussive sound behind me and looked over my shoulder. Nerras had Eldrick’s shield up so that it covered the rear opening of the wagon-car. His face was twisted into a tight scowl as he deflected arrows and even spear thrusts.

Lossia pulled magical energy into herself through the dagger, then reached out and grabbed onto the side of the wagon, steadying herself. She leaped to her feet so she could see over the top edge of the shield, and a massive spray of white-hot fire erupted from her hands, incinerating everything behind us.

A horn sounded in front of us, loud and long. Moments later, minotaurs, orcs, and lizardfolk began flooding the streets. Most of them were older, or women, workers and craftsmen and tradespeople, but each of them wielded a weapon and had murder in their eyes. They didn’t wait for a command or signal; they immediately charged us

“Hold on!” I shouted as I yanked the throttle back all the way. It was time to test this thing out.

Enemies crowded the street in front of me, and we charged towards them, bouncing on the rough road. They fired arrows and hurled rocks at us, and all of them bounced harmlessly off the front of the wagon-car. The noise from the impacts was quite loud, and I immediately began to think of ways to dampen the steel so I wouldn’t go deaf.

Thilli kept her head to one side and I glanced through the bottom corner of the barred window in front of me, to lessen any chances of arrows or rocks coming through and pegging me in the forehead. That horn sounded again, louder this time. An arrow flew through the opening right in front of my face and struck the back of my seat, right next to my shoulder.

They were packed tightly enough on the street that moving in any direction other than forward was a difficult thing to accomplish, which was exactly what I needed. As we rushed towards them, the ranks at the front scrambled to either side, trying to flee my approach. The lizardfolk and orcs behind them were stuck in the throng, unable to move away.

We crashed into them at full speed, and the plow did its job perfectly. The sharpened bottom edge sliced deeply into the flesh of their legs and we penetrated their ranks like, well, a plow. Screaming orcs and lizardfolk fell to each side, clutching devastating and crippling wounds. From the back of the wagon-car, Nerras deflected arrows and spear thrusts while Lossia sent out an inferno of flame, torching those that couldn’t run away.

A huge minotaur wielding a blacksmith’s hammer stood in front of us, his face set in grim determination. He raised the massive hammer overhead, ready to smash it into us. I lashed out with my magical tendrils, stripping the flesh from his arm in an explosion of red. He screamed in agony as the hammer fell from the skeletal remains of his hand and crashed into his head. A second later, I steered into him and let the plow front of the wagon-car hack deeply into his knee. The height of the sharpened edge of the plow was just right and rendered his knee completely useless.

Ramming into so many bodies slowed us considerably, giving the monsters in front of us opportunities to jam their spears into the window openings. Thilli and I ducked to the side as razor-sharp spear points jutted through the hole, and I sent a blast of magical energy in front of us to clear the area. Torn bodies flew in every direction, creating a space for me to speed up. The key to this vehicle being so destructive was speed, so I turned to one side and sliced my way through the crowd, leaving death in my wake. Lossia shouted curses as fire poured from the back of the wagon-car, hot enough that I began to sweat even in the dead of winter.

Once we were clear, Thilli thrust her hand towards her barred window, and a small ball of fire left her palm. It expanded exponentially as it flew in front of us, scorching a path along the road until it crashed into a building. I followed it up with another magical blast to clear the bodies from our path, as the smooth steel wheels on the wagon-car wouldn’t be able to climb over any severed limbs.

I steered us between two large buildings to get a brief respite from all the attacks. Lossia continued to pour fire from the back of the wagon-car, and lightning lashed out as well, striking anyone with metal armor and frying them like bacon.

I sent a line of fire at each building as we passed between them, charring wood and melting stone. It amazed me just how hot I was able to make my fire attacks when I sent a gout of fire and backed it up with additional heat energy.

Once we made it to the rear of the buildings, I turned to the left so that we circled around and came out the other side. The moment we did, countless arrows slammed into the wagon-car, some of them bouncing through our window openings.

“Thilli!” I shouted, ducking down. “Can you do anything about those?”

I sent out gusts of wind, sending the arrows to each side, but there were simply too many of them for me to focus on while driving. I trusted Thilli to handle things as I yanked on the throttle. The rear wheels spun, struggling for traction, and we raced back towards the crowd.

I wasn’t entirely sure what Thilli did, but the air in front of our window openings somehow solidified, taking on a very faint bluish hue. Arrows slammed into it and bounced off as if they struck armor. Thilli’s face was scrunched in intense concentration and I felt the amount of magic she poured into the shield.

“Here we go!” I shouted. Glancing through the window, I saw two ranks of lizardfolk holding spears with the ends on the ground, trying to impale the wagon-car. That made me grateful for the steel skidplate we had installed earlier.

I used powerful gusts of air to send their spears flying. They glanced at each other in shock, then turned and tried to flee but I used more heavy winds to hold them in place. Panic filled their eyes as they watched us approach. They were screaming in panic as we crashed into them, and we left only twitching bodies in our wake.

The small lizardfolk were powerless against the front of our armored wagon. It sliced them open like a Sunday roast, spilling blood and guts all over the road. I had to once again send a blast of magical energy in front of us to clear the way, as the steel tires couldn’t get any traction otherwise.

I steered to the left again, sending a fireball the size of an elephant at every building I saw. The broken bodies of the lizardfolk were too numerous to count, even after our brief charge through the crowd. Hundreds lay dead on the road, and twice as many screamed in pain as they struggled to crawl away from our death machine. Their pain lasted only seconds before a raging Lossia lit them all on fire.

Nearly as many orcs were dead as well, but only a handful of minotaurs had been killed so far. Once again I heard the horn blasting in the distance, this time with a frantic edge to its note. Another horn joined in.

I had faced minotaur warriors before and survived, but in that moment I found the minotaur tradesmen and women were just as terrifying. They were nearly as large, even the women, and in their eyes was the sheer rage of someone defending their home. Well, they were dead-set on murdering my people, so I felt no pity for them.

A deafening crack sounded, as if lightning had struck nearby. I couldn’t see anything, so I held the throttle back and charged straight into the crowd of orcs and minotaurs. Unfortunately, some of them were able to use magic. A ball of flame suddenly slammed into the wagon-car, rocking it to the side, and I found myself infinitely grateful most of it was made from steel. I quickly used magic to pull the heat energy from the hot metal and sent it in front of us, roasting the nearest minotaurs.

They hurriedly handed out massive tower shields and long spears between them, then formed up and began approaching in a tightly-packed group.

“I don’t think we can make it through them,” Thilli said, gritting her teeth from the strain of maintaining her magical shield.

“One way to find out,” I said, immediately realizing that probably didn’t sound very inspirational.

The minotaurs towered over us, even crouched down. I imagine it looked like a toy car speeding towards a row of giants, but I kept the throttle held back and refused to back down.

They slammed their huge tower shields down, creating an impassable wall. The shields were steel, so I sent a lightning bolt from the front of the wagon. It struck their shields, sending the first rank into a round of convulsions. I only had a brief second to send a blast of magical energy into the pile of bodies to clear them out of the way, and then suddenly we were crashing into the minotaurs.

It felt like slamming into a wall. The plow did its job, destroying the knees and thighs of the three minotaurs in front of us, but the surrounding monsters immediately attacked. Heavy spears slammed into our window openings, and only Thilli’s magical shield kept us alive. Nerras screamed from behind as massive hands tried to grab Eldrick’s shield and tear it from him, while Lossia laid about her with searing beams of white-hot fire from her hands that severed limbs everywhere it touched.

The rear wheels of the wagon spun on the blood-soaked road, and our forward progress halted. I pulled heavily from my magical well just as a massive block of ice suddenly formed in front of us. The car-sized ice cube moved to crush us, but I melted it in an instant and showered the minotaurs with water.

“Don’t touch anything metal!” I shouted. The moment Thilli moved her hand from the wall, I sent a powerful lightning bolt into the crowd in front of me. The screams of the dying rattled my brain, and the smell of burned flesh was overpowering.

The wagon suddenly lurched to the side as massive minotaur hands grabbed onto it and lifted it into the air. I couldn’t see them, so I was powerless to stop them.

Lossia suddenly rose from the rear of the wagon, standing on the seat, clutching at the steel walls of the wagon to remain upright as the minotaurs lifted the whole thing in the air. As I glanced over my shoulder, everything seemed to move in slow motion.

A spear the diameter of my forearm moved into view, an expert thrust from someone well-trained. The blade moved right for Lossia’s face and her eyes widened as she ducked to one side. She wasn’t quite fast enough and the spearhead sliced across her cheek, opening a deep wound in her face. She cried out and fell into the wagon.

I absolutely lost my fucking mind.

In that instant, anger took over. Seeing someone harm my Lossia, all coherent thought disappeared and was replaced by a level of sheer rage I had never before felt. Time somehow seemed to slow even more.

In a split second, I pulled as much magical power as I could hold and sent out dozens of magical tendrils, affecting everything. I pulled Lossia back onto her seat and sent a wave of healing magic at her face while Nerras shouted and struggled to keep her safe.

A perfectly circular hole irised opened on the side of the wagon, revealing four minotaurs struggling to lift the wagon overhead. Their heads exploded in a shower of red mist, and I took hold of the wagon with magic, setting it gently on the ground. I reached in front of me and grabbed Eldrick’s sword, holding it tightly in one hand as I calmly stepped out of the wagon-car.

A dozen minotaurs in front of me bellowed their war cry and rushed to overpower me. My magical tendrils touched them all, removing body parts and sending them flying. They didn’t stand a chance.

“Drive to safety,” I said to Thilli. I didn’t shout, but my voice carried as if amplified. The hole in the side of the wagon closed, leaving no sign it had ever been there.

I looked to my left and found the minotaur that had attacked Lossia. My vision turned red and I was absolutely overwhelmed with blind rage as I saw him hurriedly draw his arm back and prepare for another spear thrust into the back of the wagon. He gave me a cruel smile, as if he knew he were cutting me where it would hurt most.

I sent a wave of fire to him, burning his clothes and skin away even as I healed him and prevented him from dying. The giant minotaur roared in pain and collapsed to the ground and I continued my attack, burning him and healing him at the same time. Instinctively I knew I couldn’t take more than a few seconds or we would all be dead, so I used magic to lift him high into the air, turned, and hurled him like a baseball towards the entrance to Vogrim’s palace.

The minotaur flew through the air, screaming in agony and spraying blood in every direction, and slammed into the massive stone building at the base of the mountain. He exploded like a water balloon filled with blood, covering everything in a film of gore.

Several powerful spells had crashed into Eldrick’s shield, so the sword practically hummed with power. I pulled from it, adding the power to my own, and turned to the swarm of minotaurs, orcs, and lizardfolk that charged me. Even facing a more powerful foe, they refused to give up. I almost admired their tenacity before reminding myself that their goal was to kill all of my people, and other races afterwards.

“Andrew!” Nerras shouted.

I looked over my shoulder just in time as Nerras threw Eldrick’s shield to me. I caught it with one hand and jammed my left forearm through the straps as Thilli took over and drove the wagon-car away from the crowd. From the corner of my vision, I saw Lossia watching me, concern on her face, as Nerras grabbed Thilli’s shield and held it in place.

I turned to the charging mass of horrible creatures, like a tidal wave of horns, green skin, and sharp teeth. Horns sounded behind me again, and several lightning bolts blasted from the crowd. Eldrick’s shield sucked them all in like a vacuum, and the sword practically pulsed with power.

I swung Eldrick’s sword at waist level, putting all of my magical power into a concentrated blast of magical fire. Flames erupted from the ground before me with a ferocity that reminded me of a bomb exploding. Bodies exploded and flew into the air, even the minotaurs, who had to weigh more than a thousand pounds each. Most of the tiny lizardfolk just evaporated, spraying their guts in every direction. Angry orcs and huge minotaurs flew backwards with a force that crushed the stone walls they slammed into. Every building in a half-circle in front of me collapsed as if slapped down by a giant hand.

Glancing over my shoulder, I saw the wagon-car move away from the crowd and drive between two buildings. I brought my hand down and both buildings flattened like someone stepping on empty soda cans. The wagon was fine, and circled around behind, waiting for my next move.

Another deafening crack sounded and I turned to look behind me, towards the entrance to Vogrim’s palace.

It was built into the stone of the mountain itself, but rose a hundred feet in the air as if sized for someone incredibly tall, even larger than a minotaur. Enormous stairs rose to a broad platform that was now filled with what I assumed were Vogrim’s personal guards.

They were the largest minotaurs I had ever seen, and wide enough to almost seem stocky. Covered from head to toe in heavy armor, they charged down the stairs towards me, each with a greatsword wielded two-handed. Fire, lightning, and rainbow-hued waves of magic licked up the lengths of each blade as they approached.

I glanced back at where all Vogrim’s minions had been and saw that only a few orcs remained of the crowd that had earlier attacked me, and they ran full-speed in the opposite direction, fearing death. I turned back to the minotaur soldiers, ready to fight.

A tall door, easily twenty feet tall, stood open behind them and led deeper into Vogrim’s stronghold. Another minotaur stepped through that doorway, draped in heavy robes, tall enough that his head nearly brushed the doorway.

I clutched the hilt of Eldrick’s sword tightly to keep my hand from shaking at the sight of the enormous beast. He raised his hands above his head and lightning fanned out from his fingertips, covering the sky and turning the overcast day as bright as noon in summertime.

Vogrim had entered the fight.
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Fortunately, Thilli saw Vogrim and his guards approach and steered the wagon away from Vogrim’s palace. They drove a hundred feet away and parked on the far side of a melted lump of stone that had once been a three-story building. There wasn’t much they could do in this fight, but that didn’t stop them from trying. After only a few seconds, the three of them left the wagon and began creeping closer, Nerras at the front, doing his best to keep his shield up to protect them.

“Shit,” I said to myself. Without a shield like mine, they were defenseless.

Vogrim’s guards saw this as well. Even covered in heavy steel plate armor, the huge minotaurs moved as if unencumbered towards my companions, swords held overhead, ready to strike.

I glanced back and saw Nerras had drawn his sword and faced down the oncoming giants. The guy was absolutely fearless, and probably more than a little crazy.

I ran to put myself between them, but it was hard to match the pace of monsters whose legs were longer than my entire height. Half of them broke off and turned towards me, their massive swords glowing with magical power.

Protecting my family was on my mind, so I gave the minotaurs no chance to even attack. I drew power through Eldrick’s sword and sent a blast of fire at the two giants charging towards me. To my utter dismay, they countered my magical attack, and it dissipated into nothing.

They lashed out then, one of them sending lightning my way and the other reaching out with a dozen magical tendrils as thick as my leg. I held Eldrick’s shield in front of me, rendering their attacks useless. The minotaurs staggered as magical power was sucked right from them.

Knowing they were more skilled than me, I had no choice but to overwhelm them. Once again drawing power through the sword, I sent small, focused blasts of air at them, the kind I had once used to cut down trees and since had learned to use as a weapon. I was relentless in my attack, sending more cutting winds than I could even count.

The minotaur soldiers were experts in countering magic, and nearly all of my blasts of air did nothing. A few managed to break through their defenses, and one of the minotaurs dropped to his knees, clutching at a hole in his chest with his single remaining arm.

I sent everything I had at the remaining minotaur, more than a hundred attacks at once. No one could counter that, and he was sliced into pieces in a matter of seconds.

Before his body parts had even struck the ground, I turned and ran towards my companions. The remaining minotaur guards, sensing weaker foes, charged. They all launched blasts of magic, but that was when they met Lossia.

She dispelled their attacks like Mike Tyson fighting a teenager, and retaliated with her own. The minotaurs burst apart as if they had been rammed into a wood chipper, and the ground opened beneath their feet, pulling the piles of steaming guts below the surface. I immediately understood how she had defeated an entire elven army so easily.

I finally made it to them and put myself between Vogrim and my companions, hoping my shield would protect them for now. Deep down, I knew the moment he tried any real attacks, they were fucked.

“You guys need to get somewhere safe,” I said, not taking my eyes from Vogrim. The enormous minotaur slowly walked down the steps, making it clear he was taking his time.

“No,” Nerras said. “I’ve been with you since day one. We’re all in this fight together.”

“Yeah, until he melts all of you,” I said. “Eldrick’s shield will only protect me. It’s not worth the risk.” I glanced over my shoulder. “Look, I was brought to your world to do exactly this. If I lose any of you guys, it won’t be worth it.”

Thilli grabbed Nerras and Lossia and began pulling them back. “He’s right,” she said. “I hate it, but he’s right.”

“You can’t fight him, Nerras,” I said over my shoulder. “Honestly, I’m not even sure I can.”

“We’ll do what we can to help,” he said, stepping backwards with the others. I could tell from the look on Nerras’s face he was disappointed. The guy was probably ready to fight Vogrim himself.

They disappeared behind the remains of a building and I turned back to face Vogrim. A seed of fear the size of a Volkswagen sprouted in my gut and I clenched my teeth, forcing myself to take a step forward.

All minotaurs were huge, but Vogrim bordered on ridiculous. Easily fifteen feet tall and more, he still bore the heavy frame and broad shoulders that made him look like an oversized linebacker. Thick muscles with garden hose-sized veins stood out on his neck as he swung his enormous head side to side, taking in the destruction I had caused. His eyes glowed with a faint blue light, as if he had so much magical power within him it was trying to escape.

“You have not disappointed,” he said, his booming voice loud enough to vibrate my entire body. He stared at the molten lump of stone that used to be a building, then swung his great head back to me. “I have not faced a worthy foe in centuries.”

I felt like that was the perfect opportunity for me to toss out a catchphrase or witty comment, but unfortunately my mind was focused on survival. Hey, we can’t win ‘em all.

I pulled from my magical well, but then remembered the shield and sword I held. Vogrim hadn’t seen them in centuries, so I had no idea if he recognized them at all. I had to play my cards close to my chest, and try to get him to attack so I could take his power.

I took another step towards him. The lead in my feet seemed to evaporate with each step, and soon I was walking straight towards the monster. He could step on me like an insect, so I made sure not to get too close.

“Well?” I asked. “What are you waiting for, asshole? I’m right fucking here!”

“What an amusing little worm,” he said, stepping down from the last stair onto the stony ground.

“Well, your soldiers out here underestimated me,” I said. “Even your little royal bodyguards died like gnats. I wonder if you’ll even put up a fight?”

His face twisted into a scowl and I felt magic surge inside him. Holy shit, I didn’t even know it was possible to hold that much magic, much less control it. Vogrim’s strength compared to mine was like an ocean compared to a puddle of spit on the sidewalk.

He bared his yellowed teeth at me and thrust his palm in my direction. A beam of white-hot fire, the diameter of a car, blasted from his hand. I could feel how much power he had put into that attack, and it was enough to disintegrate me, everything behind me, and probably create a crater a mile in diameter.

His spell twisted and warped as it slammed into Eldrick’s shield. I blinked the stars from my vision as Vogrim staggered and fell to his knees, shock painted across his face.

“No!” he shouted, his eyes widening. “Impossible!”

Eldrick’s sword hummed in my hand, the magical artifact struggling to hold so much power. I drew heavily from it, adding it to my own magical strength, and sent a blast of raw magical energy at him. It was enough to level a city, but it passed straight through him and crashed into the opening of his palace behind him, incinerating a huge swath of stone and turning it into vapor.

“You cannot hurt me, boy,” he grated, pushing himself to his feet. “It’s foolish to even try. Lie down and accept your death; make it painless. Your only other option is to suffer for years on end.”

“It seems we’re at an impasse, then,” I said, hefting Eldrick’s shield. “Because you can’t hurt me either.” Well, he could simply step on me, but I avoided mentioning that.

Vogrim smirked as he took another step towards me. “Foolish child, thinking that shield can protect you. I can do things with magic you can’t even dream of. Let me show you.”

He raised a hand towards me and everything around us grew dark. I kept Eldrick’s shield in front of me, ready to absorb any spell he sent my way. But he didn’t attack. In fact, he did nothing of the sort; instead, everything around me changed.

Between us I saw a scene take form, like a scale model of Gillamoor, thirty feet across. I watched as an enormous army of minotaurs, orcs, lizardfolk, and other monsters I had no name for reached the small city. They tore the walls down, slaughtering every man, woman, and child in a matter of minutes, gorging themselves on the flesh of the dead and leaving nothing but smoldering ash where prosperity had once stood. The moment they were done, they continued down the road, charging with supernatural stamina towards York, where they did the same. Each time they ate the dead, they seemed to massively grow in power. I watched the genocide of the goblin people unfold right before my eyes.

“This is your future!” Vogrim hissed from the darkness as his army turned and charged into the elven lands of Isenasera, where they again wreaked havoc. Elven soldiers fought valiantly and flung powerful magical attacks, killing hundreds of orcs with each blow, but Vogrim’s army was simply too large and too powerful. I watched as a group of the giants stretched Emperor Laeryth out and took turns biting chunks of flesh from his sides, chewing the man in half as he screamed and begged for his life.

Vogrim’s forces consumed the flesh of the elves, growing stronger as they ate the magical beings. They raced across the now-dead country of Brovania and slammed into the orc nation like a tidal wave. The orcs fought valiantly but died like the rest.

Vogrim’s army was unstoppable, growing in power with every victory. They continued west, destroying the nation that lived on the other side of the orcs, and fought for months without rest, until the entire continent had been destroyed.

Once every nation was gone, Vogrim’s army turned on itself. Orcs hacked into each other with axes, and lizardfolk swarmed over minotaurs like ants, biting their eyes out and chewing through their hamstrings, bringing the great beasts to the ground. Great minotaur warriors swung axes and mowed down orcs and harpies. I watched in horror as the slaughter continued until there was only one minotaur left. He took his sword, placed it hilt-first on the ground, and fell upon it, killing himself.

In just a matter of minutes, Vogrim showed me how he would render the world lifeless.

“The world will be but ash and sorrow,” Vogrim intoned. “Nothing shall remain. You are powerless to stop what I have set in motion.”

I pulled every drop of magical power into myself that I could handle and flooded his vision before me. I wrestled it from his grasp and reformed it, showing him the future I wanted instead.

In my future, the goblin nation flourished. The cities outgrew their walls as the population boomed, and technological breakthroughs put the goblin people at the pinnacle of global society. Relations between both the elves and the orcs became peaceful, and trade thrived as the new rail system connected every city in the world. Nations worked together to eliminate poverty, crime, and war, and peace reigned.

Vogrim threw back his head and laughed as the vision of my future continued to shape and evolve. He sneered with contempt as the elves began trading with the orcs and war was all but erased from the world.

“Pathetic,” he said, casting his hand aside and destroying the vision. The world around us was once again a cloudy afternoon and Vogrim glared down at me like a pest he longed to step on. “No matter the race, man will always long for war. They live to subvert those that they see as weaker, and to conquer anything they deem a threat. You will never erase war, and to even try is a fool’s errand.”

“Not everyone is an asshole like you,” I shouted. “This world has a bright future that will begin the moment you’re dead.”

He smirked again.

“The only future is the one I am creating, and you are powerless to stop it,” he said, raising his hands to each side. “And now, it is time for you to die.”
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Ikept Eldrick’s shield in front of me and firmed my grip on the sword, but I had a feeling Vogrim was going to take a different angle. My suspicions were correct as rocks and stones began rising into the air, hovering ten feet off the ground.

“Ah, shit,” I said, drawing heavily on the magical power within Eldrick’s sword. A blast of air rushed forth from me like a hurricane, blowing most of the rocks out of the sky, but Vogrim launched the rest of them at me like missiles.

I sent another outward blast of air while rolling to one side. It deflected the hail of stones, sending them in every direction, but a few still made it through. One rock slammed into my chest like a fist, sending me tumbling across the ground like a piece of discarded trash. Only my enchanted armor kept me from having my chest caved in, but I would still have a wicked bruise.

Coughing and wheezing, I scrambled to my feet, rushing straight towards Vogrim. He couldn’t throw things at me if I was close enough; at least, that was my train of thought. I rushed the giant, my shield in front of me and my sword held out to one side.

Vogrim’s hand was large enough to crush my torso in its grasp, and he swung that massive hand down, trying to grab me. I somersaulted beneath his swipe, picking up a few more bruises from the shield, and managed a savage strike to the side right as my feet touched the ground.

To my bewilderment, my blade passed straight through his leg, as if he were a hologram. I didn’t have time to think about it as I scrambled to my feet and ran past him, onto the stairs. I turned and flung a ball of fire at him, more as a test than an actual attack.

Even as Vogrim was turning, the ball of fire shot straight through his chest, finding no resistance. Something was wrong here. Something was very wrong.

Vogrim just stood there, watching me with his pitiless eyes. A great laugh made his enormous body shake. He knew I couldn’t hurt him, so the bastard was going to have fun with this, like a cat toying with a mouse before eating it.

“Oh, I am going to savor your death,” he said, taking a step towards me.

I reached out with my magical tendrils, pouring all of my strength into them. I sent them into Vogrim, into the vision, or hologram of him. Not knowing what else to do, I thought of him as light, and tried to affect that somehow.

The image of Vogrim before me shimmered and faded and I redoubled my efforts, altering the very reality around me. The enraged, fifteen-foot tall minotaur bellowed in rage as he warped and disappeared with a flash.

And just like that, he was gone. But I knew it wasn’t done.

“Hey guys!” I called out, using magic to amplify my voice.

Thilli’s helmeted head peeked out from behind a lump of stone that used to be a house. I waved to her from the base of the stairs, and moments later they emerged and hurried towards me.

“What happened?” Nerras asked, his eyes scanning our surroundings, looking for any possible dangers.

“Hard to explain,” I said. “In short, that wasn’t Vogrim. That was just a…magical hologram, I guess you could call it. An image of him that he was projecting, albeit one capable of casting powerful spells.”

“I can feel it,” Lossia said, frowning. She sent out a dozen magical tendrils and they fanned around in every direction like a massive sea anemone. “The residues of the magic he used will remain here for some time. It’s…. I don’t know what to call it. I’ve never felt anything like that before.”

“So, is he gone?” Thilli asked.

“Not at all,” I said, looking up the stairs to the entrance of Vogrim’s palace. “In fact, I fear the real Vogrim will be much more powerful.”

“I’m with you,” Lossia said, her voice grim.

I reached out and touched her cheek, which fortunately I had healed earlier. “I know, my love,” I said. “And I’m grateful. I couldn’t do this without all of you.” I looked over at Nerras and grinned. “Even you, you crazy son of a bitch.”

“I figured you’d need someone to watch your back, especially with your luck,” he said, grinning himself. “Let’s go find this guy and end this, once and for all.”

Together, the four of us walked up the front steps to Vogrim’s palace. The steps were sized for the massive hologram of Vogrim, so that even a regular minotaur would find them large. I felt like a toddler walking up them, and it took three steps for me to climb each one.

At the top of the stairs, we all stopped for a moment to stare inside the massive doorway.

The doors themselves were bronze, with scrollwork so intricate it looked to have taken a year just to build each one. The door frame was made from a single piece of stone, presumably from the mountain. Through the doors was a hallway, fifty feet with the finest multi-hued marble floor tiles, that led into the mountain proper. From there, Vogrim’s palace was carved from the stone of the mountain itself in a manner that was incredibly intricate yet preserved the raw, often irregular beauty of the natural stone. Veins of metal, polished until they gleamed, swirled through the stone in intricate spirals and designs.

“I can’t even imagine how long it took to build this,” Lossia said, looking around in wonder. “Every single aspect of it is so detailed. It would take me a month to build the smallest part of this place.”

“Vogrim’s had a thousand years to work on this,” I said. “It makes sense that his home is this elaborate. I think we killed his personal guards back there, but keep your eyes and ears open for anything.”

We slowly moved through the oversized hallway, staring in wonder at the palace around us. Nerras started our walk with his sword in hand, but quickly switched over to his bow. Elaborately woven tapestries, ten feet on a side, covered much of the walls where they weren’t just carved themselves. Vogrim had a penchant for detail, and intense battle scenes had been painstakingly carved into the stone of the hallways, with a level of detail I had previously thought impossible.

Golden sconces held candles that burned without being consumed, showering the entire palace with warm light. Two statues stood on marble pedestals, depicting a race of human-like giants that stood as tall as minotaurs. I noticed one statue of a man with long hair and broad shoulders, and on the opposite side of the hallway a statue of a woman, beautiful and with her hands on her rounded stomach as if pregnant.

“Wonder what that’s about?” I muttered as we crept through the halls.

I did my best to keep my attention on my surroundings. For such a villain, Vogrim had a clear love of golden trinkets and detailed paintings and wall hangings. Other than being twice as large as was necessary, the place was quite stylish. Being inside a mountain kept the temperature stable, as well.

I held a finger over my lips as we approached a door on our left. My companions nodded, and Nerras fitted an arrow to his bowstring. Lossia gripped the ruby dagger, and Thilli drew her sword.

I stretched onto my toes and grabbed the door handle, then twisted it and pushed the door open as quietly as possible. The door swung inwards, silent on well-oiled hinges.

We found ourselves inside what looked to be a storage room. Heavy shelves were filled with an assortment of bulk food items. It was cold inside that room, nearly as cold as the air outside. I looked around and found openings in the ceiling, and realized those likely let in outside air to keep the place cold in winter. It made me wonder what they did in the summer. Knowing Vogrim, it was probably something with magic.

We left the room and continued down the hallway. Vogrim’s palace was massive, so we checked room after room and found nothing but storage and empty bedrooms. Huge kitchens sat empty as well, and even the servant’s rooms looked like no one had been in them in days.

“We must have fought everyone outside,” I said. “I can’t imagine he would have sent his own servants with his army, especially if he wasn’t with them.”

The hallway ended in a T intersection. We all glanced at each other, and silently agreed to split up. Thilli came with me, and Nerras went with Lossia. I reached out and squeezed Lossia’s hand, then we parted ways.

Our hallway was absolutely covered in decorations; elaborate crown moldings carved into the stone itself, wall hangings and tapestries, and thick rugs covering the floor. The sconces on the wall looked like they could bankroll an entire city for a month straight.

We came to a corner and I stopped, holding my hand up to halt Thilli. I leaned around the corner and peered to the left, then jerked my head back.

“What did you see?” Thilli asked, her voice a whisper.

I swallowed. “I think we’re there,” I said. “Two golden doors at the end of the hallway. It’s guarded, though. More of those heavily armored minotaurs.”

“Can you take them?” she asked.

“I’m sure I can,” I replied. “We just have to be quick. Even better if they don’t see me.”

I peeked around the corner again to glance at the two guards. They were massive, even for minotaurs. Their heavy plate armor was so chased with gold it was hard to see any bare steel. They flanked a set of massive golden doors, standing there like statues and holding huge spears upright. I was sure I could get the jump on them, but if I failed I would have my work cut out for me.

Metal armor meant they would be vulnerable to lightning, so that was my immediate thought. Of course, once I did that, there would be no hiding myself from Vogrim. He’d probably knock the doors down and charge me, so we had to be ready for anything.

There was also a chance that my plan of electrocution would only stun them, so I decided to use a double-pronged approach. Fire and lightning together. No one would survive that.

“I’m going to kill them on three,” I whispered to Thilli. “So get ready.” She nodded, and I turned back to the guards.

After taking a deep, calming breath, I opened myself to my magical well. I had to be quick, so in quick succession I pulled power into myself, sent a wave of fire and heat energy into their armor, and blasted them with lightning.

The electricity striking their armor caused their muscles to tense up, and they stood painfully upright while their armor suddenly glowed red. It only took a few seconds, and then they were on the ground, spasming and convulsing, foam spilling from their mouths as they died. I turned away, not wanting to see it. Even for a minotaur, that was a hard death.

I felt Thilli draw heavily on her magical power and knew she was ready. I waited for a moment, expecting Vogrim to appear, but he didn’t. Looking back at her, I jerked my head towards the door. She nodded.

We rounded the corner and approached the massive, golden doors side-by-side. It was time to face Vogrim.
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Istruggled not to vomit as we came near the two dead minotaur guards. Aromas of sweat and burned meat filled the hallway, like the world’s worst barbecue. I held my breath as I reached up for the door handle. It was above my head, and I grabbed and pulled it down, then pushed on the heavy door. It swung inside the room, granting us access to Vogrim’s chambers.

I raised my sword and stepped into the room, unsure of what I’d venture across. Slowly, I walked across the solid marble floor, looking around. The walls and tall, arched ceiling were of the same stone, which made perfect sense when I remembered this palace was carved into a mountain.

Thilli’s boots were silent as she entered behind me.

“What is this place?” she whispered.

Ancient tapestries hung on many of the walls, with golden sconces mounted between, providing plenty of light. It was similar to what we had seen in the hallways, but in here things had a more ancient look to them. Thick carpets from far away lands sat in layers on the floor, ensuring we could cross silently. The furniture was massive and carved from heavy wood, although in a style I didn’t recognize. Like everything else in the room, it gave off the feeling of incredible age.

To our left was a low platform about five feet in diameter. Atop it was an intricately detailed map of the entire nation of Brovania. My mouth tightened into a frown as I saw the poisoned clouds hovering a few inches above the map, right on top of each city and town. That was how he maintained them.

Thilli pointed her sword off to our right. My breath caught in my throat as my eyes followed her blade, right to a large chair. Really, it was more of a chaise lounge, but what surprised me was the person reclined upon the chair.

Vogrim.

The moment I saw him, I knew who he was. Vogrim was a minotaur, of course, his massive height draped in elegant robes of silk and velvet and trimmed in gold. While he had the wide horns and huge frame of a minotaur, his body was painfully slender, to the point of being frail.

“You’ve finally come,” he said, his voice thin and weak. He didn’t move his head as we approached, but his eyes followed Thilli and I as we stepped before him.

“I’ve been waiting a long time to meet you, Andrew,” he said in his scratchy voice. “I began to think I would never actually see you in the flesh. Consider me impressed.”

This close, two things immediately became apparent. First, I could feel how strong he was with magic, and it was absolutely mind-blowing. He was even stronger than the elven emperor. Vogrim could probably level a city by himself without breaking much of a sweat.

The second thing was how bad he looked. He was skin and bones, with yellowed eyes. He grimaced as we came near and no teeth were visible in his mouth. After a moment, I realized he couldn’t move his body at all. He just sat back on the chair, either paralyzed or too weak to move.

“You have a lot to answer for,” I said, firming my grip on the hilt of Eldrick’s sword.

“You don’t know a fraction of what I’ve done,” he said weakly, coughing. “My soul is black. Irredeemable. I’m almost glad to see you here. Maybe now my pain can end.”

Initially, I thought he meant physical pain. The guy was clearly at the end of his life, although considering he was more than a thousand years old, there was no telling how long he had been this way.

“Tell me, are you a vengeful man, Andrew?” he asked.

Next to me, Thilli lowered her sword. She saw it just as well as I did. In here, Vogrim was no threat.

“I like to think that I’m not,” I said carefully. “Although I do believe in justice.”

“Good,” he said. “Stay that way. Revenge is a poison, Andrew. And it will poison you as much as the person you seek revenge against.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I asked, irritated at this psychopath’s ramblings.

Vogrim’s chest rose and fell as he sighed. “I used to be beautiful, once,” he said. “I had long, blonde hair and eyes the color of the sky. I was tall and handsome, without a care in the world outside of my wife and animals I tended to.”

I looked over at Thilli and we exchanged an uncertain look.

“That was more than a thousand years ago,” Vogrim continued. “That was so long ago that I’ve…. I don’t even remember when it was. Another time, another life. Another world, it seems.”

“You were tall and blonde?” I asked. Sounded like bullshit to me. Or the ramblings of a crazy man on his deathbed.

“I was a Crestalin,” Vogrim said. “Some called us hill giants. We were all beautiful, every single one of us.”

That reminded me of a story Ulenor had once told me about the origin of the minotaurs. If Vogrim was telling the truth, he was saying he was one of the first minotaurs to exist.

“One of the lesser gods was angry with Selemis, the supreme god,” I said. “And to get revenge, he crossed the Crestalins with the very livestock they tended, thus creating minotaurs.” Next to me, Thilli gasped loudly.

Vogrim coughed again. His eyes were at the same time sad and amused. “It is well that you know your history, Andrew. Yes, you are correct. My life was a good one, you see; it was a simple life of herding cattle and enjoying my wife. She was with child, and we expected her to give birth soon. Even after all these centuries, I still remember that day. I don’t think I could forget it if I tried.”

“The day you were all changed?” I asked. His description of himself and his wife reminded me of the statues we had seen in the hallway earlier, and I realized those statues were of his former self and his wife.

“Yes, yes,” Vogrim said. “Lightning crackled in a clear blue sky. Something about it was wrong; it almost seemed angry, although I understand how ridiculous that sounds. But I mean it as truth. The lightning was angry, the very ground was angry. The wind blew in a furious storm that came out of nowhere, forcing all Crestalins in the village into the center. Bolts of lightning struck each of us, and our herds as well. One would think that a god could do something like that quickly and easily, but that was not the case.”

“You mean the change itself?” I asked. Thilli looked at me strangely, as if surprised I knew so much about this.

“Yes,” Vogrim replied. “It was horrible. Our flesh melted into puddles on the ground while we still lived. He refused to allow us to die, at least from the changing itself. He did the same to our cattle, creating a sea of blood and gore where a village once stood. From that, our new bodies emerged. Some went insane from the amount of pain we were put through, others took their lives when they saw what they had become.”

“Am I hearing this correctly?” Thilli asked. “Minotaurs were created out of spite?”

“We were Selemis’s favorite people,” Vogrim said. “I had even erected a shrine to him at the rear of my property. Every morning I walked there and prayed to him at length, sometimes for hours.” He sighed again, long and low, his breath rattling in his throat. “My wife took her life the day after the change. She, like many others, couldn’t handle it. She had been such a beautiful woman, and to be changed into a horned beast was too much. I stayed at the shrine for three days, neither sleeping or eating, begging Selemis to fix things. To change us back to how we were supposed to look. To make things right.”

“And he clearly didn’t,” Thilli said.

“He ignored our prayers,” Vogrim said, his voice turning bitter. “His belief is that gods should not meddle in the lives of mortals, under any circumstances. Not even to save his favorite people. I begged him to change us back, and my prayers were met with silence.”

“Is that why you became what you are now?” I asked. “A villain?”

“After three days, I tore down my shrine,” Vogrim said, ignoring my question. “That didn’t seem enough, so I emptied my bowels on it for a week after. Once my rage, my feelings of betrayal, calmed a bit I swore that one day, I would make Selemis pay for his lack of action. It took me more than a thousand years to become strong enough. I committed deeds so foul that your soul would be damned just to hear them. But I grew in strength, year after year.”

“Is that why you attacked the goblins?” I asked.

“Yes,” he replied. “I had to build my strength, and my army. Even as we speak, they are marching for your city of Gillamoor. They are absolutely unstoppable. When you return, there will be nothing left but ashes. And once they are done, they will continue until every goblin city, every goblin settlement, is completely destroyed. When that is done, they will turn their attention to the elves and do the same thing to them. And then, the orcs. They will not stop until everyone is dead. And when there are no more countries to ravage, they will kill each other. I showed you a vision of this outside, Andrew.”

“Hold on,” I said. “Are you just trying to kill everyone in order to get back at Selemis?”

“If he is too weak or careless to protect his own people, he does not deserve to reign so high,” Vogrim said, his voice as cold as winter. “And so now, he will rule over a world of death. He will know that his inaction led to the end of everyone and everything.”

“You are foul,” Thilli said. “Disgusting and pathetic. I can’t think of words bad enough for you. That you would harm so many people for your petty revenge.”

“I know,” he said, sounding filled with sorrow and regret. “I know, my dear. And now, I can die. My pain can finally end. Please, Andrew,” he said, his eyes going to my sword. “Please, kill me. Release me from my hatred. I have done what I intended. I can die now.”

Before I could move, Thilli lunged with her sword, driving it deeply into Vogrim’s stomach. She twisted the blade and savagely tore it to one side, opening his middle and spilling his entrails onto his lap.

“There is no torture bad enough for you,” she said, wiping her sword on his robe.

Vogrim gasped, his head shaking with the pain he felt. He didn’t have the strength to fight back, at least not physically.

I felt him draw magical power into himself and I rammed Eldrick’s sword into his heart to stop him. His magic dissipated and he let out a long, rattling sigh.

“Thank you,” he said. “It has been—”

I stepped up to him and swung Eldrick’s sword as hard as I could, hacking deeply into his neck. He sputtered, blood running from his mouth. One more hard chop severed his head and sent it rolling on the floor.

“I didn’t like that,” I said as I watched his head settle. “I know he was a horrible person, but somehow that just felt wrong, killing a defenseless person like that.”

“My only regret was that he didn’t die more slowly,” Thilli said, glaring at his body. She opened herself to magic and sent a wave of fire at Vogrim’s corpse. “Let’s get out of here,” she said. With that, she turned and walked out of the room, never looking back.
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Vogrim didn’t keep a pile of gold coins in his room, but he had plenty of other things made of gold and precious stones. I grabbed a goblet made of gold and decorated with rubies and brought it with me. After all, someone had to pay for all this. A dagger rested upon a table, its scabbard so encrusted with gemstones that the gold beneath was barely visible. That went behind my belt.

“I wish I could roll this up and take it with me,” I said, standing before a wall hanging that depicted a sunrise over the mountains.

“We should get back to Lossia and Nerras,” Thilli said.

“You’re right,” I replied, using wind to slice one of the golden sconces from the wall. I caught it as it fell, and managed to tuck it behind my sword belt.

“Anything else?” Thilli asked, one eyebrow raised.

“I’d take it all if I could carry it,” I said.

I looked over at the small model of Brovania, from which he controlled the poison rain. With Vogrim dead, the hazy clouds above each city were already beginning to dissipate. I sent a rolling wave of magic at the wide platform, splitting it in half, then shattered those pieces into dust.

“Unfortunately, we’re not done,” I said as I walked with Thilli out the door.

“At least the poison rain is, though,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at the model of Brovania I had just destroyed.

“Yeah, but now we have Vogrim’s army to worry about,” I said, letting my irritation show in my voice. “That’s going to be even worse than Vogrim, I think. Or, you know, his hologram. I’d still like to know how he did that.”

“Does it really matter?” Thilli asked.

I shrugged. “Not really, I guess. I’m just curious. It’s always nice to learn more about magic.”

We rounded the corner and saw Lossia and Nerras waiting further down the hall. We hurried to them, grateful that they were uninjured. There was no telling what else was hiding in this place.

“Did you guys come across anything?” Nerras asked.

“There was nothing but empty rooms on our side,” Lossia finished. “Enough servants quarters to house an army, but no servants anywhere.”

I looked over at Thilli. “Thilli killed Vogrim.”

Lossia’s mouth fell open. Even Nerras looked shocked at that.

“You killed Vogrim?” Lossia asked.

Thilli shrugged. “He was skin and bones and paralyzed. I don’t think I’d ever seen anyone in such bad shape before.”

“What?” Nerras asked.

“He looked like he hadn’t moved in days,” I added, waving for them to follow me as I walked down the hall, back to the entrance. “Or, for that matter, years. He was a thousand years old, remember. Vogrim sacrificed everything to become more powerful, including his health and sanity. He wanted to kill every living thing, to get revenge on Selemis.”

“This doesn’t make sense,” Lossia said.

I stopped in front of the statue of the male giant, the Crestalin. He had been, indeed, an incredibly handsome man, with bold features and long hair. His wife had been equally beautiful.

“This was Vogrim before he was turned into a minotaur,” I said, gesturing at the statue. “He begged Selemis to change them back. When Selemis did nothing, Vogrim vowed to one day kill everything and everyone, just to get revenge on the god of all.”

Nerras shook his head. “A thousand-year-old grudge. Some people just don’t know how to let go.”

“Come on. Let’s get back home,” I said. “We still have a lot of work to do. Even though he’s dead, Vogrim’s army is still on the march, and they won’t stop until everyone is dead.”

“Do you know the size of his army?” Nerras asked as we walked towards the entrance.

“He showed me a vision of his forces tearing down cities, earlier,” I said. “If that was even remotely accurate…. Well, I’m not sure I want to say how many soldiers he has. Thousands. Tens of thousands.”

Thilli cursed under her breath.

“It’s going to take a lot of work and crafty thinking, but we’re going to be okay,” I said. “Remember, I come from a world filled with war. We’ve been doing it for thousands of years. I can think of a lot of ways to thin Vogrim’s numbers.”

We exited the massive double doors and I turned for a moment, looking back at the palace. Perhaps this could be a ski lodge one day.

“Should we tear it down?” Lossia asked.

“No,” I said. “We should grab everything of value first, since Vogrim won’t need it.”

The three of them looked at me and I just shrugged.

“What? There’s a lot of money in there.” I laughed. “Okay, we’ll come back later. Just let me grab one more thing.”

I hurried back into the hallway and used a focused blast of air to slice one more sconce from the wall. It didn’t fit behind my belt, so I just held it in hand. When I exited the doors again, my companions just stared at me.

“Hey,” I said, holding the sconce. “This thing is solid gold. It’s worth a fortune.”

Thilli just laughed.

Together, we walked down the broad steps and surveyed the destruction that surrounded us. Bodies covered the area; minotaurs, orcs, lizardfolk, and a few that I didn’t recognize. Seeing those, I was reminded of the time Ulenor had told me that Vogrim experimented with flesh and had created countless monstrosities. I guess I’d see them when they arrived in Gillamoor.

“Well, at least the vultures will be happy,” Nerras said as he looked at a ten-foot-high pile of broken bodies.

Both Thilli and Lossia kept their eyes on the ground, trying their best to avoid the carnage surrounding us. My mind was too focused on what lay in our future to really see much, although I did find the melted stone buildings somewhat fascinating. I had really grown in strength to be able to just melt stone at will like that.

“The sooner we’re out of here, the better,” Thilli said as we hurried to the wagon-car.

I sent a powerful gust of wind in front of us to clear the way of body parts and gore. It was like Moses parting the Red Sea, except in this case it was a literal sea of red. There wasn’t a square inch of ground in front of us that wasn’t soaked with blood.

By the time we reached our wagon, Thilli had her hand over her mouth and looked as if she might vomit. Lossia wasn’t much better. Nerras, of course, looked like he was taking a pleasant walk in the countryside.

I climbed into the back of the wagon-car, then helped Thilli in after me. Once Nerras and Lossia were settled in the back seat, I pulled on the throttle and we drove away. I had to send a dozen blasts of air in front of us to clear bodies out of the way before we finally made it to an area not covered with gore.

The trip back to the coast of the Black Lake was a quick one, especially since it was mostly downhill. I had to keep an eye on our speed, as the wagon couldn’t handle the rough path very well. Better tires would help greatly with that, but that would have to wait until the war was over. I slowed us to a crawl as we approached the Black Lake, which was no longer black.

“What do you think this place should be renamed to?” I asked.

Beside me, Thilli shrugged. “What was her name again?”

“Soliana,” I said.

“How about Soliana’s Lake? Or Lake Soliana?”

“I think that’s an improvement,” I said, looking at the frozen surface of the water for a moment. “I’m just glad she’s at peace now.”

“I think everyone is,” Thilli said wryly.

I stopped at the edge of the lake and sent my magical tendrils out. The cold weather had kept the ice nice and thick—only a few hours had passed since I had frozen it, also—but I pulled a bit more heat energy from the water just to be safe. Foot-thick ice would have no problem holding our armored wagon.

Gently pulling back on the throttle, I steered the wagon-car onto the ice and hurried across. Foot-thick ice or not, I didn’t like driving on an ice bridge. Once I got to the other side, I guided us to the road and went straight to the goblin outpost.

As we approached the goblins in the watchtower called out to us. I stopped in front of the main building, and we all climbed out the back.

“Back already?” Sergeant Haax said as he exited the building and approached us. “I wasn’t expecting you back until at least tomorrow.” He scratched his head. “Or, to be honest, never.” His eyes focused on the front of the wagon-car and widened. “I see this was a success.”

As I walked to the front of the wagon, I saw what had startled him. The entire front of the wagon-car, the front that was shaped like a plow, was covered with thick chunks of gore and blood that had frozen into an inch-thick layer of red. A lizardfolk jawbone jutted out from the side, and I made sure not to catch my clothing on it.

“Oh by the gods,” Thilli said, looking away. “I hadn’t seen the front yet.”

I sent enough heat into the frozen chunks to melt them, then used magic to launch them far away.

“There, all better,” I said with a smile.

Thilli looked at me, her eyes haggard. “Sometimes I admire the strength of your stomach,” she said, and I laughed.

“I’m assuming since you’re back so soon, you have good news,” Sergeant Haax said. Another soldier walked up and stood next to him. He looked eager to hear what we had to say.

I clapped Thilli on the shoulder. “Vogrim is dead. Thilli killed him.”

“Oh, stop,” Thilli said.

Haax’s eyes widened. “Dead? I never thought I’d see the day.” He shook his head slowly in disbelief. “So, the clouds?”

“They should be gone by now,” I said. “You can all start healing.”

“It’ll take about three weeks,” Nerras said. “I’ve been living in the woods for a few months and I’m as good as new.”

The young soldier standing next to Sergeant Haax suddenly wiped his eye with his fist. “I can be a man again,” he said. “I’ve never been with a woman. Now I have that chance. I can be normal.”

Sergeant Haax turned to him and patted him on the back. “It’s a great feeling,” he said. “Nothing compares to a good woman.”

“I have some bad news, though,” I said.

“Oh, boy,” Sergeant Haax said.

“Vogrim being dead doesn’t mean his army is gone. They’re still on the march, and they’ll be passing by here soon. His army is big enough to tear down Gillamoor in a day, and once that’s done they’ll destroy every other city. And I mean every other city—his goal is to kill every living being on the planet.”

“I need to get laid before that happens,” the young soldier muttered as he turned and walked back to the building behind him.

I laughed. I couldn’t help it.

“How can we fight a force that big?” Sergeant Haax asked.

“We can’t,” I said. “At least, not directly.

“What are we going to do?” Lossia asked, next to me.

“Something I’m very good at,” I said. “We’re going to fight dirty.”
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We spent a few hours at the outpost resting and cleaning up—I was covered in dried blood, and all Thilli wanted was a bath. I went over my plan with Sergeant Haax and Nerras, both of them offering advice where they could while the ladies washed themselves. We formed a plan but it was risky, and even with our plan things were going to be difficult.

It suddenly dawned on me that I had never picked up the white cloaks from Trina. Well, my plans had changed, so I no longer needed them.

We pitched our tent outside that night, and I slept in there with Lossia and Thilli while Nerras slept inside the main building. No one was in the mood for sex that night; perhaps the first time I’d gone a full day without sex in weeks. Fortunately, working so rigorously with magic during our battles left me tired enough that I slept like a rock. All of us did, for that matter.

The next morning, we started on our plan. As I was packing up our tent and bedrolls, I looked up and saw soldiers attaching a thick rope to the top of the watchtower. Good. Our plan wasn’t perfect, but I was confident that it was going to work.

I went inside, where the soldiers and my companions were enjoying a hearty breakfast. The place buzzed with activity as men removed and packed away anything of value inside. They wouldn’t be needing it any longer, not once Vogrim’s army leveled everything.

“What about the chickens?” one of the soldiers asked, holding a fat hen in his arms. She looked up at him and clucked a few times.

Sergeant Haax thought for a moment before answering. “Yeah, let’s bring them with us as well. No use setting them free; they’ll be killed the same day. Those birds deserve better than that.”

“Come on, girl,” the young soldier said, taking the chicken back outside where a stack of wicker cages sat.

“Sad to leave the place?” I asked, grabbing a slice of fresh bread that their cook had slathered with butter.

Sergeant Haax looked around the building. “Not really,” he said. “We only stay here for six months at a time, but I don’t think anyone likes it. Same food over and over again, hard beds, nothing to see except a lake possessed by an evil spirit, always wondering if Vogrim is going to send a patrol our way.”

“Well, none of that anymore,” I said, stuffing the last of the bread in my mouth.

“Are we all going to caravan together back to Gillamoor?” he asked.

“Nope,” I said, shaking my head. “My wagon moves too quickly for that, and I’ve got shit to do. We’re all heading back as soon as possible, and then Nerras and I are going to return here so we can leave some surprises for the minotaurs.”

Sergeant Haax grinned. “I wish I could be here to see it. You’ll have to let me know.”

Thilli rolled her eyes. “Men and their macho talk,” she muttered.

I reached out and slapped her on the ass.

“Alright, well, we should get going,” I said, reaching out to shake the sergeant’s hand. “We’ll see you back in Gillamoor in about a week.”

“May the gods grant you speed,” Sergeant Haax replied.

“No, but magic and innovation will,” I said with a grin.

We loaded up the wagon-car, then I steered it onto the road. Fortunately, my earlier work removing the bumps on the road meant our path was still relatively smooth. I eased the throttle back, and soon we were zipping along at top speed.

“I wish we could alter this thing a bit and make it more comfortable,” Thilli shouted over the road noise.

“Soon!” I told her. “Soon we’ll have a glass windshield and bucket seats and hopefully a softer ride. I think you’ll really like it, then.”

“I suppose these things will become quite popular,” she said, running her finger along the side.

“They’ll completely change society as we know it,” I replied.

“How much weight can this thing carry?” Nerras called out from the back.

“I’m not sure,” I said over my shoulder. “Extra weight seems to minimally affect the magical engine, but I haven’t tried really loading it down yet. What are you thinking?”

“Oh, something you’ve probably already figured out,” he said. “Making a version of this, but bigger, to carry large quantities of goods between the cities. Especially building supplies like stone and timbers.”

“Yeah, that’s what I want the rail system for,” I said. “Less wear and tear on the main road. We can use this technology for a lot of things. The options are pretty much limitless.”

The trip down to Gillamoor was more pleasant than the one up north had been. We had accomplished what we had come to do; we had killed Vogrim. Now we just had to deal with his army.

“This isn’t so bad, now that the road is smoothed over,” Thilli said after an hour or two.

“Yeah, I’ve been at full throttle the whole time,” I replied. “We might make the trip in a single day.”

Her eyes practically bulged. “One day? How is that even possible?”

“And it’s only going to get better,” I told her with a smile and a wink.

Nerras handed out apples, dried strips of meat, and some hard cheese an hour later, and we ate lunch without stopping to rest. If my calculations were correct—and the scouts’ observations, for that matter—we only had a few days to prepare before Vogrim’s army would arrive at the outpost. That would be just enough time for me to make some preparations down in Gillamoor, then race back up north. It would have to be enough time.

As the sun began to near the horizon to our west, our surroundings began to grow more familiar. I smiled when I realized we had just made the trip in a single day. It was probably about a hundred and fifty miles—a week’s journey for technology of this day and age, but something I was used to being able to do in three hours back on my homeworld. Eventually, we would have better tires and roads, and trips like this would be commonplace.

“Holy shit,” Thilli said. “We’re home already?”

“Yep,” I replied. “Now the real work begins.”

Thilli grunted as her brows slowly drew down into a frown. “I suppose I’ll spend most of my time working with the military, making sure they’re ready.”

“I’ll make sure everyone knows it was you that killed Vogrim,” Lossia called out from the back. “They’ll be so in awe of you, they’ll do anything you say.”

Thilli barked a laugh.

“What do you notice?” I asked, peering through my barred window opening. “What’s missing?”

Thilli frowned through the window. Behind me, Nerras stood up and looked over the top of the wagon-car.

“The cloud!” he shouted to us. “It’s gone! Holy shit, I can live in my city again. Kless and Ozee will be thrilled.”

I smiled as I looked at the sky. That day was a bit on the murky side, but the low-hanging cloud that had been ever present above Gillamoor had completely dissipated. No more poison rain. People could finally start healing.

“I’ll give you the keys to the car so you can use it to move your stuff back,” I said with a chuckle, although I realized it would help a ton.

I steered the wagon-car around the eastern side of Gillamoor and brought our speed down to something more reasonable. In my mind I pictured smoothly paved roads both north and south of the city. That reminded me that we still needed to build a northern gate to the city.

Both Lossia and Nerras stood in the back of the wagon and waved as we approached. The archers atop the wall cheered when they saw us, and soon a horn blasted, then another. Moments later, a bell began tolling in the city.

“I think they’re glad to see us,” Thilli said, reaching out the front window opening and waving.

The cheering grew in volume as we passed through the wide-open gates of the city. Citizens appeared on each side of the street and began throwing flowers as we passed—that one left me scratching my head until I remembered how many goblins used magic to keep flowers alive during the winter.

“Wow, I wasn’t expecting this,” Thilli said as the crowd grew thicker. I slowed the wagon to a crawl and stuck my hand through the front window so I could wave at people. They didn’t care that they couldn’t see me, they just wanted to show gratitude. The crowd was filled with men that had true hope in their eyes for the first time in years. Tears were shed, and shouts of thanks and praise filled the air. It was a very emotional moment, driving through a crowd of men that thanked me for giving them their happiness, their manhood, their very lives back.

It took me forever to make my way through the crowd, but I finally made it to the temple. Lossia and Nerras climbed out the back of the wagon and were nearly knocked over by people wanting to hug and thank them. Thilli smiled and waved to the crowd and she received the same treatment.

When I climbed out of the back of the wagon-car, the cacophony of cheers seemed to double in volume. People pressed in around me, as tightly as sardines in a can, and after a few seconds I found myself lifted in the air. Goblin crowd surfing was not what I had expected that day, but it was a nice welcome home.

“How’s that for a hero’s welcome?” Thilli called out to me.
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Acity-wide celebration commenced after that. Even with war looming overhead, this was one of the most important days in recent memory. It was still bitterly cold outside, but people danced in the streets and passed around wineskins. The air was filled with shouted songs, and several musicians walked among the crowds, playing flutes, fiddles, or lutes.

Now, I had always been a horrible dancer, so when they tried to show me a few steps, I completely fumbled them. Lossia, on the other hand, laughed and bounced around on her toes as if she weighed ten pounds. Having grown up around the aristocracy, Thilli was a great dancer as well. Even Anna could cut a rug.

When I danced, I spent most of my time with Cirro, as she was easily just as bad as I was. The difference was that she was so gorgeous you would never know when she missed a step. One look at that flawless face and those bouncing breasts and you’d never see anything else.

The citizens of Gillamoor would likely dance the rest of the day away, but Anna and Cirro had other plans for me. They took my hands and pulled me back towards the temple, laughing and bouncing in step to the songs all the while. I allowed myself to be herded there.

We climbed the steps and I was practically attacked by people hugging me and covering my cheeks with kisses. Women, men, everyone—one woman even picked up her toddler and had him embrace me, and a grandpa that used a cane to walk limped over to me to give me a one-armed hug.

Being surrounded by so much happiness and positivity was infectious, and by the time we were halfway up the stairs I was smiling so broadly my face hurt. I had a great life here with my goblin wives, but let’s face it; I was an army guy from the south. My life pretty much revolved around crass jokes and mosquitos, not around genuine happiness like this. In fact, I couldn’t remember a time I had ever seen such a large group of people so happy.

We finally made our way through the crowd and entered the temple, and the celebrations almost seemed to start anew. The entire sanctuary was filled with people offering thanks to Zozella. It dawned on me that I hadn’t spoken to her in a bit, and now was probably a good time to do it.

“Hold on,” I said to Anna and Cirro. “I need to talk to someone real quick.”

They followed me as I pushed my way through the crowd to the front of the sanctuary. There, I knelt before the statue of Zozella and reached out, placing my hand on her foot. The crowd around me grew a bit more quiet as they saw me pray.

“I’m sorry it’s been a while since I’ve talked to you,” I began.

“It’s okay, Andrew,” she said, this time speaking out loud instead of inside my head.

Everyone behind me gasped as Zozella’s statue reached down and took my hand, pulling me to my feet. I looked up at her and she knelt, placing herself closer to my height, and embraced me. It wasn’t every day that a man found himself hugging a goddess, so I wasn’t really sure how to do it. Did I squeeze her tightly, like I would Lossia? Did I do the awkward ass-out hug, where you try overly hard not to let any body parts touch? In the end I just hugged her as if she were my mother.

“Thank you for what you have done,” she said. I could tell she was doing her best to speak quietly, but her voice still boomed. “You have slain the greatest enemy this world has known. You have saved my people.”

“Not yet,” I said. “His army is still on the march. I’m leaving tomorrow morning to start the first phase of my plan to take care of them. Also, technically it was Thilli that killed Vogrim.”

Zozella’s beautiful face darkened into a frown. “It appears our struggles are not yet over. I will help how I can, Andrew.”

“How’s Dulios doing?” I asked.

She smiled. “He is doing very well, thank you. My life feels complete again, now that he is at my side. After living so long as a mortal, he is still incredibly weak, but he is strong enough for us to rekindle our love for each other. He watches you regularly, and speaks of you often. He is very proud of you.”

“Well, I’m glad he’s home,” I said. “Tell him I miss my old wizard friend, though.”

I couldn’t think of anything else to say, so I straightened up. Zozella did as well.

“I will be with you in the coming days, Andrew,” she said.

“Thanks,” I told her. “I’ll probably need it. Nerras and I are going to have our work cut out for us.”

“Yes, Nerras,” she said, tapping her full lower lip in thought. It was the first time I had seen her use that gesture. It seemed so…mortal. “Tell him to come see me as soon as he gets the chance.”

“Will do,” I said.

“I believe there are two women craving your attention now,” Zozella said, her lips curving into a smile. “Go. You have many reasons to celebrate right now. Enjoy loving before the fighting begins.” She reached down and touched my forehead with her fingertip. “There. You’re welcome.”

She was right. I bowed my head reverently, then turned and walked away. People stared at me in awe, having never seen anyone talk so openly with a goddess before. Fortunately, I ran into Prazzi as I pushed my way through the crowd.

“Hey, Prazzi!” I called out, grabbing her arm.

Upon seeing me, her face brightened and she practically tackled me while kissing me more passionately than I thought possible.

“You saved us!” she said, kissing me again.

Once I could come up for air, I thanked her for all the affection. “Well, we’re not done yet. Once the celebrating is done, we have to get ready for Vogrim’s army. Also, could you find Nerras and tell him to go see Zozella? She wants to talk to him.”

Prazzi blinked. “She wants to talk to him?” People weren’t used to the goddess talking so directly to anyone.

“Yeah, she wants him to come see her,” I said, kissing Prazzi on the forehead. “So just send him over when you find him. Oh, and let me know to meet me here first thing in the morning. If you could actually wake me then, that would be great.”

“Will do,” Prazzi said as she reached out and squeezed my hand. “Anything else?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Get a message to Fennel, the wainwright. I’ll be at his shop as soon as I can in the morning to make a few modifications. And then I’ll be stopping by Brovar’s smithy to pick up the tank.”

Prazzi laughed. “Is that all? Need me to wash your shirts as well?”

I shrugged. “Actually, after traveling I could probably—”

“I’m only kidding,” Prazzi said. “I’ll get the messages out, I promise.”

After that, I pushed my way through the throng of people and made my way towards my room. Cirro and Anna were there, waiting for me at the door. We met with broad smiles and they hurriedly opened the door and pulled me inside, then slammed it shut behind us.

“We had to go too long without you,” Anna said, pulling at my clothing. “So you belong to us tonight.”

I felt my circulation heading south in a way that made me smile. When Zozella had touched my forehead, that had been another one of her blessings. Her way of thanking me was definitely something I appreciated; being able to please my wives with superhuman stamina was, in a word, awesome.

They took my hands and pulled me to the bed, smiling and giggling at me and each other the whole way. As soon as we got there, we tore each other’s clothes off; with the weather being so cold, it was a rather substantial amount of clothing that wound up on the floor next to the bed.

We were all smiles as we climbed onto the bed. Of course Cirro made sure to crawl right in front me, putting her ass squarely in my face. I reached forward and slapped a hand on one of those marvelous cheeks of hers, and she giggled and shook her ass at me in reply. I grabbed it with both hands and ran my tongue all the way from her clit to her asshole.

“Save some for me!” Anna exclaimed as she hopped on the bed.

“Wait, who were you talking to?” Cirro asked.

Anna shrugged and grinned. “Doesn’t really matter, I suppose.”

Cirro laughed and tackled Anna, and the two intertwined their supple limbs and began kissing almost immediately. Hands grabbed butts and mouths sucked on nipples as I moved up behind them.

Cirro was on top, and looked over her shoulder at me as I approached. Anna reached down and grabbed onto Cirro’s plump bottom, spreading it for me. I moved between their legs and rubbed the head of my cock against Cirro’s pussy, finding it hot and soaking wet. I pushed myself inside her, and after only a few seconds I was balls-deep with my hands squeezing that magnificent bottom of hers.

I thrust in and out at a medium pace while Cirro moaned against Anna’s lips. They were both absolutely on fire; Anna’s hand reached between them and began rubbing Cirro’s clitoris while Cirro kissed her way down to Anna’s breasts and sucked on her perky nipples. They writhed in ecstasy in each other’s arms while I continued to pound Cirro.

Cirro’s body began to vibrate beneath me and she suddenly tensed up. I knew what that was, so I moved my hands to her waist and picked up the pace, giving her long, hard strokes, sending waves through her bottom each time my hips slammed into her. Seconds later she was moaning loudly as her body bucked, her orgasm making her entire body shake. Anna didn’t let up, and kept rubbing her until Cirro was lying there, exhausted and barely able to move, while I pounded her.

All that pushed me over the edge, and I blew my load inside her. I had planned on continuing my thrusts, but Anna’s hand was suddenly there, gently squeezing and massaging my balls. I held myself deep inside Cirro and squirted my seed into her again and again while Anna continued caressing me.

“Jesus christ,” I said as I slowly pulled out.

Anna’s hand immediately reached up and gripped me, milking every drop out of me. By the time I pulled out, Anna was already there, sucking on my softening penis. She smiled and took me all the way to the base.

“I love how you taste,” she said, sucking all of Cirro’s juices off of my cock. She glanced down at Cirro, who had rolled over onto her back with her legs spread open. Cirro still breathed hard, and she yelped in surprise as Anna suddenly began lapping at her pussy, licking my cum out of her. “I love how you both taste,” Anna said with a grin.

Well, I certainly was not a man to waste the blessing of a goddess. Seeing Anna’s perky bottom right in front of me while she was licking Cirro sent me into overdrive. I grinned as my cock started to rise a second time, only a minute or two after cumming. Before I was even fully hard I started working it into Anna, and soon we were going at it while she continued pleasing Cirro.

Anna moaned into Cirro’s pussy while I gave her my all. The entire scene was so hot that it didn’t take me very long to cum a second time. Soon I was filling her up in the same way I had done to Cirro.

Moments later, the three of us were snuggled up tightly on the bed, just a pile of loving bodies. Each of the women had their heads on my shoulders, and my arms were around them, holding them closely. Love practically radiated off of them, and I drank it all in.

“Just let us know when you’re ready for the next round,” Cirro said with a smile.

It was a great night.
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Agentle knock on my door the next morning pulled me from my slumber. I woke up covered in beautiful women as usual. Prazzi’s head peeked in the door, and she quietly crept into the room, a small candle in hand. Once she saw that my eyes were open, she smiled at me, then turned and left.

I looked down to my right and saw Thilli looking up at me, smiling sleepily. I pecked her on the lips, then carefully pulled myself from the bed, trying not to wake any of my wives.

Wives. I had called them that for months, but now it seemed that would actually happen. I was going to marry them, and soon. This nightmare was almost done, and then I could finally begin my perfect life.

I let that motivate me as I scrubbed my face in the washbasin, then brushed my teeth. Using magic, I channeled some heat into the floor tiles and then created a small light and set it to hovering just above me. It followed me as I walked to the wardrobe and began pulling on some clothes. We were in the middle of winter, so I shrugged into my warmest coat, then grabbed my fur-lined cloak.

Once I had fastened my cloak around my neck, I stepped outside to check on things. My wagon-car was still parked in front of the temple, which made the process easy. In fact, we had never unpacked, so my armor was still in the back, as was Eldrick’s sword and shield. I felt a bit foolish for leaving such valuable artifacts in the wagon overnight, but who here would steal them?

After I finished checking our food rations, I climbed out of the wagon. Nerras walked up right at that moment, already with his armor buckled on and a sword as his waist, as well as his bow and quiver.

“Good morning,” I told him. “Looks like you’re ready to go.”

“Let’s get this done with,” he told me as he unfastened his helmet. He tossed it in the back of the wagon, then began undoing his breastplate.

I went back into the temple and walked into my room. My wives were still in bed, although I knew Thilli was awake. I gently kissed each one of them and whispered words of love in their ears. I would be back in a few days, but I didn’t want them to miss me too much.

Once back outside, I stood there for a moment and thought about the wagon and how I needed to modify it to accomplish my plan. All I really needed to do was remove the rear seat, and I could probably do it myself, but I wanted to leave it to the experts. Fennel would do it the proper way.

The barrel of gasoline still sat in front of the temple, so I used magic to lift it from the ground and bring it nearby. Fortunately, there was just enough room in the back of the wagon for it to fit, so once Nerras and I had climbed into the wagon-car, I lifted the barrel and set it there.

Together, we drove across the city, towards Fennel’s shop. When we arrived, I knocked quietly on his door, and a few minutes later he opened the large doors at the front of the building so I could drive the wagon-car inside.

He immediately wrinkled his nose at the gasoline smell coming from the barrel. I couldn’t blame him. The thing reeked. I used magic to lift it from the wagon-car and set it outside the shop.

“So, what exactly did you need this morning?” he said after stifling a jaw-cracking yawn behind his fist.

“I need you to remove the rear seat,” I told him. “I could probably do it but I don’t want to risk messing anything up.”

“Huh,” he said. “I was expecting something more difficult.” He grabbed a few hand tools and went to work on the wagon, and in a few minutes was done.

“I think you’d be proud of how this thing performed,” I said, glancing at the front. Bits of dried blood and gore still graced the edge of the plow front, although it had been mostly cleaned off.

Fennel stepped around to the front of the wagon-car, looking it up and down and nodding. “I’m glad to see it held up,” he said. When he saw the dried blood on the front, he pursed his lips a bit. “Ah, I see what you mean. So, it worked, then?”

“That’s an understatement,” I told him. “The only time I felt we were in trouble was when a group of minotaurs grabbed it and tried to flip it over.” I thought for a moment. “Better tires will be our next thing to invent, but we’ll worry about that after the battle.”

He frowned. “Word on the street is that Vogrim’s army will be here soon.”

I nodded. “Sooner than I’d like. Nerras and I are heading up north to start picking away at their numbers. It won’t be easy, but I think we’ll be okay.”

“You sure you don’t need me to make any additional changes to this thing?” he asked.

“We haven’t invented bulletproof glass yet, so no,” I told him. “Although that reminds me….”

I focused on the wagon for a bit and pulled magic into myself. Two small holes, an inch in diameter, opened up on the side. They were too small for any weapons to be pushed into, and really too small to see much out of. But in an emergency, I would be able to glance through them and see enough to keep myself alive. I put two holes on the other side as well, for safety’s sake.

“That should do it,” I said. “Thanks for all your help, Fennel. I think you’d be mighty proud at the carnage this thing caused.”

He ran his hand over the top of his head. “I’m not a violent man, but it’s good to know I helped make things more difficult for Vogrim.”

I reached out and shook his hand, and then Nerras and I climbed back in. As we exited the shop, I used magic to lift the gasoline barrel into the back and we were on our way.

A few moments later, we arrived at Brovar’s smithy. He was already up and moving around, checking his tools as we pulled in. His eyes widened at the sight of the wagon-car, but he knew it was me so he didn’t panic.

“I heard about this thing, but this is my first time really seeing it,” he said, eyeing the wagon-car in wonder.

I clapped him on the shoulder. “Well, Vogrim’s army is on the march, so it’s time to be a thorn in their foot. Are you ready?”

He nodded. “I’m always ready for that.”

The steel tank rested along the side of the shop, so I used magic to roll it closer to us. It was difficult to tell how heavy it was when moving it with magic, but I estimated around at least a hundred pounds. Possibly closer to two hundred.

“Now for the fun part,” I said as I grabbed the barrel of gasoline and moved it closer. Using magic, I forced an opening in the top, then another small hole to let air in when I poured. I lifted the barrel into the air and gently tipped it on its side, and gasoline began to pour into the large steel tank. I stopped short of pouring the entire barrel of gas inside—I needed a lot of air in the tank for what I wanted to accomplish.

With a bit of effort, I was able to close the holes in the top of the wooden barrel. It was rather interesting how I could do that—basically forcing the wood to submit to my will, and backing it up with an army of magical power.

“I’ll leave this barrel here for now,” I said. “Once Vogrim’s army gets here I’ll probably need it. Fair warning, it stinks.”

“I’ll say,” Brovar said, wrinkling his nose. “I’ll leave it outside the smithy until you need it. This liquid inside burns, right?”

“Hotter than anything you’ve probably ever seen,” I said. “So keep it away from fire at all costs or it’ll burn this whole place down.”

His eyes widened. “Well,” he said under his breath as he stared at the steel tank in front of him. “Is this safe?”

“Once we get the lid on,” I said with a smile.

Brovar brought over the heavy steel lid and set it in place. With a large, wooden mallet, he began driving it on, twisting it slightly as he forced it into place. I let him finish, but once he was done I decided to make sure it was as tight and secure as physically possible.

My magical tendrils reached out, touching the lid and where it met the tank. I felt in the cracks and crevices and poured raw magical energy into them, forcing them to close. The microscopic gaps between the lid and the tank disappeared and the steel melted like wax, flowing and reforming until it was one piece. All without heating up.

“Incredible,” Brovar said. “I’ve never seen anyone do it like that before. I wonder if you could forge something that way?”

I shrugged. “You’ll have to try it sometime. I don’t know a thing about metallurgy. What I do know is that this is going to make an excellent bomb.”

Brovar nodded as he looked at the tank. “Why did you need it so sturdy if it’s just going to blow up?”

“Because the amount of force it will take to break through this tank will level every orc and minotaur for a radius of fifty feet,” I replied.

His eyes widened again. “I’m just glad you’re on our side,” he said.

I set the barrel of gasoline outside the smithy to keep it from stinking the place up. Nerras was waiting there, leaning against a support beam.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “Go ahead and climb in.”

As soon as Nerras climbed in the back, I lifted the tank and set it in the back of the wagon-car. There was barely enough room for it in there, and I had to wedge my gambeson beneath one side to keep it from rolling. After that, I climbed into the wagon-car, awkwardly moving around the tank so I could make it to the front seat.

“I need to invent car doors, it seems,” I said. “Alright, let’s do this.”

Nerras slapped the side of the wagon-car and we were off.

It was still early in the morning and most of the city had stayed up late celebrating, so the streets were almost completely empty as we left. Our steel wheels rattled over the cobblestone streets, and we bounced in the seat all the way to the front gate. There, several archers waved and cheered us. Both Nerras and I stuck our hands through the front window openings to wave at them.

Once we left the city I turned sharply left, taking us in a half-circle around the expansive moat. I stayed on our path from the other day, so our ride was smooth. Carefully, I pulled back on the throttle lever and increased our speed. Once we got on the road, still smooth and flat from my efforts with magic, I pulled the lever back all the way and we raced along at a blistering thirty miles per hour.

Hey, for this day and age it might as well have been a McLaren.
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“This is great,” Nerras said, grinning as we sped down the dirt path, bouncing in our seats, the wind rushing through the small window openings, the suspension and wheels creaking.

“Wait until we get better tires,” I said. “Rubber tires filled with air.”

He looked at me. “Rubber? Like what you used in the previous wagon to smooth out the bumpy ride?”

I nodded. “There’s a way to strengthen it and mold it around what’s basically a cloth shell so it lasts longer. Instead of these wood and steel wheels, you’d have something that absorbs more bumps. Plus, they’ll get better traction than these steel wheels.”

Nerras slapped the side of the wagon-car. “I’ll need to get one of these for my family. Being able to move this quickly completely changes the notion of travel. I could bring them up here to see the mountains. Once we remove all that crap Vogrim created, it’ll be quite beautiful up there.”

“Now you’re thinking,” I said. It suddenly dawned on me that I could use a magical engine like this and attach it to a propeller. Boats wouldn’t require strong winds to move anymore. Perhaps one day we could even have airplanes. The options were only limited by my imagination.

Well, and the laws of physics.

“Back in my world, we had machines that could fly in the air,” I began.

“You mean like a bird?” Nerras asked.

“No, like a plane,” I said. “If we could have made something like that here, we could have just flown above Vogrim’s army and dropped bombs on them and finished the whole thing in a day. I think we’re still a long way from that technology, though.”

Nerras whistled appreciatively. “That would be something indeed. Say, is there any way to get more speed from this thing?”

“We would need someone to redo the magical engine,” I replied. “And from the way Laeryth did it, I got the impression they don’t use these things in that manner. It would probably take a lot of thought. We could use larger rear wheels, but these are pretty big already.”

“Eh, I suppose I should be grateful for what we have,” Nerras said with a chuckle. “Getting all the way up to the outpost in a single day is amazing.”

“That’ll give us plenty of time to prepare,” I said, peering through my window opening. I hated that it was so small, but safety necessitated it.

I kept the throttle all the way back and we charged north. Leaving as early as we did helped us make great time that day, and when the sun was overhead Nerras pulled out some food. I was getting used to the often bland, medieval-style food we ate while traveling; crusty bread, sometimes dark and sometimes like sourdough, hard cheese, dried meats, and an apple if we were lucky.

At least we had both water and wineskins to wash it down, although I tried to be careful with the wine. Last thing I needed was to get drunk when I was dealing with explosives.

As we drove on, I began to think about the projects I had for the future. I hadn’t heard anything from Shalizor over in Var Akresh in a while, but the last thing he had told me was that he was working towards our joint railroad project. If we could start peaceful relations with the elves and incorporate their magical expertise into everyday tasks and items, there was no telling what we could accomplish.

“How big do you think the explosion will be?” Nerras asked as he turned and looked over his shoulder at the steel tank.

“Hopefully pretty big,” I said. “I don’t know how to make an actual bomb; this is the closest thing I could come up with.”

“So, what is it then?” Nerras asked.

I thought for a moment on how to describe it. “Well, a sort of bomb, I suppose. Just one that takes extra effort to ignite. I’ll explain it all when we set it up.”

As the sun began its journey near the horizon, we finally drew near to the outpost. It was empty; that much was obvious even from a distance. No archers watched us from the top of the tall tower, no soldiers waited in the building beneath, no chickens scratched at the ground.

“It’s strange, seeing this place so empty,” Nerras said as we slowed to a halt in front of the small outpost. “I was up here a few times when I was more active in our military. It’s boring up here, but there’s always the chance you’ll see something exciting to the north. Although with Vogrim dead I suppose things will be a tad different now.” He chuckled.

“I wish this window was larger,” I grumbled. “Okay, you see how the road follows the edge of the lake and then turns south right here in front of the outpost?”

“Yeah, I’m tracking,” Nerras replied.

“We want to maximize the damage and the amount of people that will be exposed to the explosion.” I pulled on the throttle lever and steered the wagon-car to the inside of that corner. “If we set it off here, it’ll kill everyone north and west of this spot. Come on, let’s get out.”

We both climbed out the back of the wagon-car, then I used magic to lift the steel tank from the back. I set it on the ground while I thought about the precise placement.

“We need to make sure we route everyone through here,” I said, looking around. The trees were dense enough that the majority of marching soldiers would have to stick to the road, but the space between was enough that soldiers lacking discipline would definitely take a shortcut.

I pulled a hefty dose of magic into myself and sliced through a nearby tree trunk around ten feet above ground. I wasn’t familiar with that type of tree, but the top was very bushy, even without leaves, which was exactly what I wanted. It crashed to the ground, filling the area around it almost entirely.

“Making it harder for people to take shortcuts, I see,” Nerras said.

I felt him draw magic into himself and he copied me, using a focused blast of air to slice deeply into a tree trunk. It took him three tries, but he finally cut all the way through, then used a gust of wind to direct the top of the tree as it fell.

“Nerras!” I exclaimed. “I’ve never seen you use magic before; you always said you were too weak. What changed?”

He shrugged, but I saw a bit of color stain his cheeks. “Zozella did this. She wanted to thank me for all that I’d done to help the goblin people. Before, I barely had enough strength to even detect magic when others use it. But now…. Well, I’m still fairly weak but I’m strong enough to be helpful. It was a huge increase in strength.”

“That’s amazing,” I said. “She did a similar thing to Thilli. Well, she told me she would help how she could, and looks like she was true to her word.” I looked around some more, but it looked like the two trees we had felled did a good job of ensuring that anyone passing through here would stick to the road.

“You should cut down one more tree to hide the tank,” Nerras said.

He was absolutely right. I had been thinking of covering it with a few bushes, but having a felled tree on top—especially next to other felled trees—made a lot more sense.

Instead of cutting a tree, I used magic to pull it down, making it look like it had toppled naturally. It was an evergreen, and the heavily needled top fell right on top of the steel tank, completely hiding it from view.

“Perfect,” Nerras said as he walked out onto the road. He moved around, checking it from different angles. “Okay, maybe not perfect, but that does a damn good job. No one is going to see it unless they’re specifically looking for it.”

He walked up to where the tree had fallen over the tank and scooped up several handfuls of dead leaves from the ground, then carefully arranged them on the tank. It was a small change, but it did a good job helping to hide the shining metal from any casual observers.

“I suppose our preparations are pretty simple here,” Nerras said.

“Yeah,” I said. “Now comes the fun part.”

I hopped into the wagon-car and drove it around the outpost, parking it directly behind the main building. I suppose they were barracks of a sort, but it felt more like a house than the barracks I remembered living in early in my army days.

As I climbed out the back of the wagon-car, Nerras appeared on top of the tall watchtower with a long coil of rope in hand. He tied one end of the rope around a crenelation on the backside of the tower, the side facing away from the road. Satisfied with his work, he tossed the loose end of the rope over the wall.

I walked up and took hold of the rope, pulling it good and hard. With a two-handed grip, I pulled myself up while keeping my feet against the stone wall of the tower. I ascended about ten feet, then climbed back down.

“That should work just fine,” I said, looking around. It really felt as though I should be doing a lot more, most of our preparations were done. All that was left was to wait.

Nerras came back down and we both went into the main building—the barracks—to have dinner. Fortunately, the soldiers had left the large cookpot, so after a brief scrub, Nerras began prepping a stew for us. Stew made with dried travel rations wasn’t the best, and I was too nervous and excited to eat much, but I tried my best. Fortunately Nerras had packed some of those small white beans he often used, and they were quite tasty.

“We’ll have to take turns keeping watch tonight,” he said around a mouthful of stew. “I don’t think there’s any real chance of them marching at night; orcs are too lazy for that. And it’s too risky. They’ll probably start again at first light.”

“I’ll take first shift,” I said, pushing my bowl away. I couldn’t eat.

Nerras looked to the side, out the window. The day was growing dark, and it would be night soon. It made me wish for a book and a flashlight, or as much as I hated to say it, some social media to scroll through.

I climbed up the tower and stood on top for a while, just admiring the view. The scouts had remembered my request to leave the looking glass, so I picked it up and looked around, seeing what I could before the sun set and all went dark.

Far to the north I could see the remains of Vogrim’s palace and the melted structures surrounding. Even with the looking glass they were distant, but close enough to generally make out. Nothing lived there anymore except for vultures, who days later still feasted on the dead.

The sun set and I found myself plunged into a deep blackness, a darkness that I still wasn’t quite used to. This far from civilization, there was no light pollution to speak of. Looking up, I marveled at the sight of the stars painted across the sky and remembered when I had seen similar sights in Afghanistan. It made me wonder where I was; was I still in the Milky Way, or in an alternate universe altogether, living on an Earth that had evolved goblins and elves instead of humans and labradoodles?

For perhaps the first time, I got a good look at the moon. I had seen Earth’s moon quite a few times, and at least to my eye, this one looked the exact same. I shivered and pulled my cloak tighter around me to ward off the coldness of night. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was on an alternate Earth.

In the end, I suppose I would never know the truth.
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It was the smell of eggs cooking that woke me. I swung my legs over the side of the bed and rubbed the sleep from my eyes while waiting for my brain to turn on. While I was still young, every year that I grew older I hated missing sleep more and more. I chuckled about my grumpiness as I stamped my feet into my boots.

As I went to grab my coat and cloak, I realized the barracks were surprisingly warm. Not quite comfortable; I would still turn the heat on back home. But then again since living here, I had grown more used to a wider range of temperatures. I held my coat and cloak in one arm as I walked down the stairs and into the large downstairs room, the kitchen. Or a dining hall, perhaps that was a better word for it.

Nerras had gathered a double armload of branches and created a roaring fire on the hearth. He turned and waved at me when he heard me stomping down the stairs, then went back to cooking.

“Do I smell eggs?” I asked.

“Yeah!” he replied. “The other guys left us six of them, hidden away in a corner here along with a nice skillet. I figured that would be a nice change from stew all the time. How many do you want? I know you’re a big eater. Four?”

“Sure,” I said as I pulled a chair out and sat down on it. It was a bit chilly down here in this room, but I set my coat and cloak on the table next to me instead of putting them on. The cold helped snap me awake.

A few minutes later, Nerras set a wooden plate filled with fried eggs on the table in front of me. All I had to eat with was my dagger, so I tried to be careful.

“Thanks,” I said. “You’re going to make someone a great wife one day.”

Nerras barked a laugh. “Kless isn’t a very good cook. I’ve been trying to teach her.”

That was one thing I had noticed about the man. While Nerras was a hardened soldier and one of the toughest men I had ever met, I had noticed a change in him since he found out he was going to be a father. Not so much a softening as an increase in compassion; he was always checking on others and helping out. He was going to be a good father.

“So, today’s the day,” Nerras said as he sat down across from me with a plate of his own. He sliced off a couple pieces of bread from a dark loaf and tossed me one. “So, did you want to explain to me how this explosion thing is supposed to work?”

“Oh, yeah,” I said, swallowing a mouthful of egg. “So, I saw a video about this one night on YouTube as I was just mindlessly watching stuff, passing time. I forget the exact term for the type of explosion, but this even works with water.”

“A water bomb?” Nerras asked.

“Kind of,” I said. “The idea is you fill a tank like ours part way with liquid, and then heat it up. The liquid boils, but as it heats up the pressure increases, allowing it to get hotter and hotter. Water boils at a certain temperature, but if you pressurize it enough it can get a lot hotter—three or four times as hot. And while it’s heating, the pressure inside the tank keeps going up.”

“Until the tank finally explodes,” Nerras said, finishing my thought.

“Exactly,” I said. “But the water that was inside the tank was under massive pressure—let’s say ten times the pressure it’s usually at. So once the tank explodes, that water will expand that much, ten times. Plus, that water is scalding hot and will burn anyone nearby.”

“But the liquid inside our tank is flammable, right?” he asked.

“Exactly,” I said with a grin. “So when it explodes, all that gasoline is going to ignite and create a fireball the size of a house.”

Nerras grunted. “That sounds pretty nasty. I like it.”

“Well, I guess we’ll get a chance to see it in action today,” I said, standing up. I grabbed my coat and pulled it on. “I’m going to go ahead and start looking out for them.”

“Probably a good idea,” he said. “They should be close.”

We both went out to the wagon-car and fetched our armor. I buckled my gambeson on over my coat, then immediately realized that was just too much material for me. I pulled it all off, removed my coat, and just put the gambeson on over my shirt. I was tense today, and stress would keep me warm. My coat went into the back of the wagon-car along with my cloak.

I buckled Eldrick’s sword around my waist while Nerras fastened his breastplate and grabbed his bow. Both of us gave each other a quick look-over, then we went to the top of the tower together.

Time crawled by at a snail’s pace. We took turns scanning the horizon with the looking glass but saw nothing. The sun rose a millimeter at a time, almost mocking us with how slowly time passed.

“Shit,” Nerras said. After two or three hours of nothing, I saw his jaw clench as he watched the road with the looking glass held to his eye.

“What is it?” I said, clambering to my feet. I had been sitting with my back to the crenelations. “Are they coming?”

“Yeah,” he said, his voice flat. “But they’ve sent out their own scouts, it seems.” He lowered the looking glass and turned to me, his expression grim. “Harpies,” he said.

“I’m assuming that’s bad, based on your reaction,” I said. I had no clue what a harpy was, other than some vague memory of something fantastical.

Nerras put the looking glass back up to his eye and scanned the horizon again. “I guess the best way to describe them is half bird, half goblin. They can fly, and see as good as us. But they’re mean fuckers. Standard protocol is to hide from them unless we’re certain we have the manpower to take them down.”

“You don’t seem like the hiding type,” I said.

Nerras gave me a dry look.

“How do we kill them?” I asked.

“They die like anyone else,” Nerras said, lowering his looking glass. “The big issue with them is how fast they move. They’re incredibly agile, and attack with no care for their own safety. Their feet have sharp claws that will tear you limb from limb, and they’ll use their beaks to peck your eyes out.”

“Jesus fucking christ,” I said. “That sounds horrible!” I held my hand out and Nerras gave me the looking glass. I put it to my right eye and began looking around under his guidance. After a few minutes I finally saw what he was talking about. They flew with frightening speed, and as they drew closer I got a good look at them.

They were indeed half goblin and half bird, and in the worst way imaginable. Green skin, the same as a goblin’s, covered their bodies with gray and white feathers on their wings and legs. It was immediately apparent that one was male and the other two female, as they wore no clothes to speak of. Their faces made me uncomfortable to look at; it was as if someone had surgically attached a beak to the middle of a goblin’s face, with no care for how well it fit. They looked like the projects of some mad surgeon that wanted to create a new species.

The women were especially disturbing. Being half goblin, they had the gorgeous features and breathtaking figures I was used to seeing beneath me in bed, but theirs were covered in scars and dirt with feathered wings instead of arms. Their feet were like an eagle’s but too large for their legs, giving them wicked claws that looked like they could pierce all the way through my chest.

One of them had a figure almost like Cirro’s, large breasts bouncing each time she flapped her wings. She darted to the side and I was rewarded with a view of her surprisingly round bottom.

“I have the most awkward boner right now,” I muttered.

“What?” Nerras asked.

“Sorry, bad joke,” I said. “So, we kill them as soon as they draw near, right?” I asked.

Nerras frowned for a moment. “No,” he said after a moment of thought. “They often have a magical link with a hag lord that enables them to report almost instantly. Our best bet is to hide until they leave.”

“Hold on,” I said, raising a hand. “A what?”

“A hag lord,” he repeated with a shrug. “I don’t know who named them that, but you’ll see what I mean when they get closer.”

I brought the looking glass back up to my eye and watched the harpies for a moment, tracking their progress. They flew in a back-and-forth pattern in front of the army, which was also now visible at a distance. I estimated they would be here in about ten minutes.

“We should get downstairs,” Nerras said, squinting as he looked down the road. “Fortunately, harpies aren’t that smart, but the women will try to seduce you.”

“With those beaks in their faces?” I asked.

Nerras shrugged. “Hey, I wouldn’t do ‘em. I’m just saying, be careful.”

Together we left the top of the tower and went down to the next floor. Fortunately, that room had a few arrowslits, so we could keep an eye out for when the monsters got closer. Considering how dark it was inside the room and how bright it was outside, the harpies probably wouldn’t be able to see inside the room, but I decided to take no chances.

Drawing a small amount of magical power into myself, I tried to copy what Thilli had done the other day. I forced the air onto itself, compressing it into something solid, like glass. Using more magic, I managed to alter the color of it, darkening the window and effectively creating tinted glass. My magical tendrils warped the very path of light in the glass, so that anyone that tried to look into my arrowslit would only see the darkness of the room, while I would still be able to see outside just fine.

“How did you do that?” Nerras asked as he watched me work with magic.

“I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted. “Sometimes I just do things without knowing how.”

He shook his head. “I think I’d be too afraid to blow myself up.”

After a few minutes the harpies drew near to the outpost. They circled overhead for a moment, letting out horrible, tortured shrieks that sounded like a death metal vocalist trying to imitate a hawk screeching. I panicked for a moment when I remembered our wagon-car was parked out back.

“Don’t worry about the wagon,” Nerras whispered. “They won’t know what it is so they probably won’t report anything. Oh, heads up,” he said, suddenly ducking beneath an arrowslit.

I turned just in time to see one of the female harpies approach the tower. She shrieked a few times as she looked through the arrowslits, trying to find any evidence that people were here. She hovered for a moment in front of my arrowslit and I got a fantastic view of her large breasts and hairless pussy. After scanning the tower for a moment, she turned around and shrieked a few things to her companions, her round ass only inches from the window. It was definitely the most awkward boner I had ever experienced.

But a few seconds later the male harpy approached the arrowslit and my view of her fantastic derriere was replaced with his dick and balls flopping all over the place. His face was suddenly in the window, those horrible shrieks coming from that awful, mutilated face. It looked like someone had hacked a crude hole in a goblin’s face and crammed a giant beak in there. It was absolutely horrifying to see.

The male harpy flapped his wings a few times, bringing his legs up in what looked to be a rather uncomfortable position. I was wondering what he was doing when he suddenly took a giant shit right then and there, then flew away. The two female harpies followed him, and a few minutes later all three of them were gone.

“Charming,” I said to Nerras. “Absolutely charming.”

He grinned and struggled not to laugh.

“Alrighty, let’s get ready,” I said, standing up. “Time to thin the herd.”
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The two of us waited atop the watchtower while Vogrim’s army slowly marched closer. We stayed huddled close to the stone floor, taking turns watching them with the looking glass held between the crenelations.

I felt a tendril of cold fear creep into my gut as the army came into view. Soldiers of all races stretched to the horizon and beyond, marching with more discipline than I had expected. Company-sized elements walked in reasonably tight formations; an endless sea of lizardfolk up front, orcs following behind, and minotaurs after them. That pattern repeated on and on. There were thousands of them, tens of thousands. I suddenly had my doubts that we could really do any real damage to an army so large.

But I was damn sure going to try.

As the front ranks drew near, I reached out with my magical tendrils and touched the gasoline-filled steel tank across the road from us. I tried to avoid heating the steel itself and instead focused on heating the gasoline within. Of course, that in itself would heat the tank, but not as much. I wanted the pressure to be as absolutely high as possible when that thing blew.

It absorbed heat like a sponge. I kept pouring heat energy into the gasoline as Vogrim’s foot soldiers began marching by. I wasn’t particularly concerned with the lizardfolk—they would swarm in large numbers, but they were small enough that conventional weapons could deal with them. My plan was to take out the minotaurs and whatever heavy hitters were in those ranks. But timing my bomb was about impossible.

Smoke began to rise from the tree lying on top of the tank and I cursed silently.

“Shit,” Nerras whispered. “I didn’t realize it would be sitting there for so long.”

“I didn’t think about it either,” I said, although there was nothing I could do.

Some of the dead leaves on top of the tank began to burn, although the flames were small. A company of orcs marched by the tank and several noticed it, calling out and pointing, but their commanders harshly shouted at them to continue marching.

I kept pumping heat into the gasoline within the tank. In a typical explosion like this, the tank itself would get heated red-hot, which would create a weak point. We had no weak points, just boiling gasoline under a ton of pressure.

It dawned on me that I could probably use magic to hide the tank from the soldiers. I did Thilli’s glass trick again, creating a wall of solid air, and darkened it. That did a decent job of blocking it from view, but it dawned on me that it would also block the explosion. Damn it. I removed the air shield.

I looked down the ranks of soldiers and saw something incredibly strange behind a company of minotaurs. As they drew closer, my jaw fell open.

“What the fuck are those?” I asked in a whisper.

“Hag lords,” Nerras replied, sounding grim.

They looked like someone had tried to create something horrific using leftover minotaur body parts. They were both female minotaurs but their torsos were too tall, as if their rib cages had been stretched out an extra two feet. Instead of two horns they had four, all of them curving slightly forward from their heads. What was most horrifying about them was their arms, and specifically the number of them.

They had two arms at their shoulders just as I expected, but another set below them. What was worse, four more arms were attached to their too-large rib cages, two above and two below their massive minotaur tits, with slabs of muscle covering them to make the arms fully functional. The hands were all three-fingered, with thick claws.

There were only two of them, but I realized those two…things…could probably cause immense destruction. Even the minotaurs eyed them warily and tried to keep their distance, and minotaurs feared nothing.

The three harpies suddenly flew into view and I tensed up, ready to lash out with magic. Fortunately, they paid us no mind and stayed close to the ground as they moved to the front of the formation, where they continued their search.

I needed to try to kill those hag lords. If I was going to kill anyone with my bomb, it needed to be the most powerful beings possible, and I didn’t see anything in Vogrim’s army that could stand up to them.

“Now or nothing,” I whispered to myself, and poured magical energy into the gasoline. I lit a fire beneath the tank, not caring if anyone reacted to it. I needed the flames. Nerras crept away, sneaking silently down the stairs with his bow in hand.

“Come on, blow,” I said as the hag lords passed by the smoking steel tank.

The one nearest to it noticed the flames and barked a few orders. Several minotaurs immediately broke ranks and drew their weapons so they could search the area. One particularly large minotaur with a massive tower shield bravely moved closer to the tank. He used his spear to push the branches aside, exposing the burning tank, then called something out in a language I didn’t understand. He drew his spear back and jabbed it into the side of the tank.

The explosion was absolutely deafening, sending shrapnel in every direction. A millisecond later, the highly pressurized gasoline ignited and a fireball swept across the marching soldiers. Pieces of shrapnel slammed into the tower, and I ducked further behind the crenelations. I heard the sound of Nerras’s boots racing down the stairs and looked over the edge of the wall again.

The destruction was absolute. The explosion had leveled everything within a fifty-foot radius, leaving only charred bodies, most of them barely recognizable. Beyond that, burned orcs and lizardfolk screamed in pain as they clutched at their burned limbs. Some of them began rushing into the area, determined to fight whoever had attacked them like so.

A swarm of angry orcs from further up in the army turned around and rushed back to check the area. Seeing me, several of them shouted and they charged the compound. Every two seconds, an arrow flew from the doorway at the base of the watchtower as Nerras picked them off. Once they drew closer, it was time for my second attack.

I reached down and placed my hand on the hilt of Eldrick’s sword, then drew deeply from my magical well. I pulled every bit of magic I could and added it to what remained in Eldrick’s sword. The amount of magic I held within me was incredible, and I shook with power.

Powerful bolts of lightning slammed into the oncoming orcs, sending bodies flying in every direction. A fireball the size of a school bus tore through the remains. I turned to my left and sent more car-sized fireballs into the approaching soldiers, leaving incinerated bodies on the road.

My wives had once told me that I was inefficient when I used magic, and wasted a lot of power. Remembering that, I sent a massive, focused blast of air at the onrush of soldiers, the same type of attack I had previously used to cut through trees. This time, it removed the heads of an entire company of lizardfolk, then bisected orcs at the waist and hacked through minotaurs mid-thigh. Within seconds, the air was filled with the agonized screams of the injured and the dying.

“Come on!” Nerras shouted from below.

I grabbed two small pieces of leather and held them in my hands as I rushed to the backside of the watchtower. Grabbing the rope tied there with the leather protecting my hands, I threw myself over the edge and rappelled down the stone wall as quickly as I could. As soon as my boots touched the ground, I threw the leather scraps away and raced to the wagon-car.

The grunts of running lizardfolk reached my ears, granting me speed as I leaped into the back of the wagon-car.

“Go!” I shouted.

I gripped the side of the frame, holding on tightly as Nerras pulled the throttle lever back all the way. The steel rear wheels sucked at getting traction, so they spun on the frozen ground as they struggled to find purchase. The wagon finally started moving forwards right as I managed to pull myself inside.

Eldrick’s shield was right there, so I grabbed it and turned so that I was facing the rear of the wagon. The shield was big enough to keep me protected, unless someone tried coming from above.

“Hold on!” Nerras shouted as the wagon-car slid sideways around a corner.

I kept my arm through the straps on the back of Eldrick’s shield and my other arm against the side of the wagon-car, trying to keep myself upright while Nerras looped around the back of the outpost. He emerged from behind the barracks at full speed, steering right for a mass of lizardfolk swarming towards us.

I gripped the side frame of the wagon-car tightly right as we crashed through the crowd of lizards. With their short stature, the plow front absolutely tore them apart, and they were light enough that we didn’t lose much speed.

As we passed through the formation of monsters, I sent balls of fire from the back of the wagon, igniting anything that still lived or was simply within range. They died by the dozens, standing no chance against us.

“See if you can get some minotaurs!” I shouted right as I sent a bolt of lightning from my fingertips into a squad of orcs. They went rigid as they were electrocuted and their brains fried.

The wagon lurched to one side as Nerras navigated around the piles of bodies. I felt him using magic and glanced over my shoulder just in time to see him use a gust of wind to clear our path of dead orcs.

“They’re right ahead!” Nerras shouted right before the wagon jerked to one side. It took me a moment to realize that the minotaurs were trying to dodge the wagon-car and Nerras was steering it right into them.

Minotaurs bellowed in pain and clutched at ruined legs as we passed by. They swung axes, spears, swords, and hammers at us, striking the steel carapace of the wagon-car but never doing much damage beyond superficial dents. Fire poured from the back of the wagon, consuming everything in our wake.

The wagon jerked forwards and slowed. Nerras cursed loudly and I stood up to try to see what had happened. I sent a blast of raw magic on both sides of the wagon-car, sending broken bodies into the air. Looking around the side, I saw one of the minotaurs had rammed his spear into one of our front wheels, snapping one of the spokes. Fortunately, the wagon wheel held together, but I knew that was risky. I used magic to pull the spear out, then sent lightning bolts into the nearest group of enemy soldiers.

“We need to get out of here,” I shouted as I ducked back into the wagon-car. “Our front wheel is damaged, we can’t risk it. Take us back home.”

Arrows pinged off the sides, more of an annoyance than a threat. At least, until the minotaurs used their massive bows and sent an arrow the size of a spear into the side. It penetrated several inches, leaving the razor-sharp arrowhead protruding into the wagon interior. I used magic to push it out and shivered, grateful I hadn’t been closer.

Nerras swung wide around the front of Vogrim’s army and we bounced along the uneven ground. I thought my teeth were going to be rattled out of my head, a feeling made worse by the constant hail of arrows. There were a few spellcasters at the head of the snake of troops, and they made the mistake of trying to attack us with magic. Eldrick’s shield sucked in their spells like a vacuum, and I sent a retaliatory attack that flattened soldiers by the dozens.

I was at my absolute limit as I attacked the monsters in the far distance, but I sent one last fireball into Vogrim’s troops, burning them to a crisp.

A feeling rose inside me, a dreadful graininess behind my eyes. I recognized that and laughed even as I released my hold on my magical well. At least Nerras was back on the road, so the ride was relatively smooth.

“See you in a couple hours,” I said with a chuckle as I passed out.
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The sun was nearing the horizon when I woke up. I blinked and rubbed the sleep out of my eyes while my brain took its time to grasp that it was late in the evening.

“Why’d you let me sleep so late?” I asked, climbing over the seat and sitting next to Nerras. I peered through the square window opening and tried to figure out exactly where we were. I didn’t recognize the area. “And where are we?”

“Because we’ve got some work to do tonight and I wanted you to be well-rested,” Nerras replied, steering the wagon-car around a copse of trees. We moved slowly enough that the bumpy ground wasn’t much of a problem.

“I’m glad we’re thinking alike,” I said. “I had a sinking feeling in my gut that our attack was successful, but not nearly enough.”

“Ten more like it and we’ll put a serious dent in Vogrim’s forces,” Nerras said, his voice grim. “Honestly, I don’t know how our city is going to survive this. There are simply too many for the walls and archers of Gillamoor to defend against. My only hope is that we can reduce their numbers enough to make a difference before they get there.”

“We don’t have a choice,” I said. “It has to work. So, where are we?”

“After going south for a bit, I circled around to the east,” Nerras replied as he peered through the two small holes on the side of the wagon-car. “We should be about parallel to them right now. Once the sun goes down I want to hit their supply line. I don’t know what their support system is, but if we cut them down it’ll greatly affect their capabilities as well as their morale.”

I nodded. “Good thinking. With the wagon-car we can use hit-and-run tactics, slashing at their flanks and then disappearing into the night. A few days of that—or nights, I suppose—and hopefully we can affect their numbers enough to give us a fighting chance.”

“Looks like we’re going to find out,” Nerras said, slowing the wagon-car to a halt next to some trees. “I figured we could wait here until they make camp for the night. That’ll give me a chance to get some rest as well.”

“Sounds good,” I said, moving to the back of the wagon-car. I hopped out and stretched my legs while Nerras simply laid on the floor of the wagon. I swear, that guy could sleep anywhere.

I kept Eldrick’s shield on my arm and the sword sheathed at my side as I carefully walked around the area. The sun was just setting, casting long shadows all around. I couldn’t see anything through the trees, of course. It bothered me slightly that I didn’t know precisely where we were, in general and in relation to Vogrim’s army.

I completed a circuit around the wagon-car, ensuring nothing else was in the area. To my human senses, everything seemed fine. I found myself wishing for a way I could see more of the area, especially a bird’s-eye view.

A memory floated to me of Ulenor using a magical spell to lift himself from the back of the wagon onto the ground. Being a wizard, Ulenor used magic in a completely different manner than I did, but it was still worth a try.

Drawing deeply from my magical well, I pulled enough magical power into me to affect the gravitational pull on my body. Once I reduced it to almost nothing, I squatted down and leaped into the air.

It was like jumping on the moon, or perhaps Pluto. I floated high into the air, well over the canopy of trees, and was finally able to see around me. Of course it was still dark outside so my vision was extremely limited, but at least now I knew that I could do this.

I landed gently on my feet, then slowly increased my gravity back to normal. If I could manage more precise control over that, I could even reverse gravity and launch myself high into the air. Doing that on other objects was relatively easy, but on myself much more difficult, for whatever reason.

To help pass time, I continued walking in a wide circle around the wagon-car. There was little else to do to pass time. As the night grew darker, I tried launching myself into the air roughly every thirty minutes to try to see something, anything.

And then, perhaps an hour and a half later, I finally saw it. Vogrim’s army was making their camp, and their fires dotted the blackness in the distance. I carefully reduced my gravity to zero so that I floated in the air and tried to make sense of what I saw.

The dots of campfires in the distance didn’t tell me much at first. After a few minutes of scrutiny, I realized they were generally arranged in two parallel lines, stretching what I believed was north and south.

“They’re on either side of the road,” I said to myself when it finally sank in. I was surprised they didn’t camp right on the road itself, but apparently even lizardfolk were smart enough to split their camps so that people could walk back and forth between them.

When I finally lowered myself to the ground, Nerras was just waking up. He yawned loudly and rolled his neck in a circle, then just sat there for a moment in the back of a wagon.

“Not the most comfortable place to sleep, but I certainly feel better,” he said. “Did you see anything?”

“Yeah,” I told him. “Looks like they’re camped on either side of the road a ways to the west.”

Nerras nodded. “Just as I figured. We’ll head around north and attack the rear of their lines. That’s where all their supply and logistics folks should be.”

“When?” I asked.

“Pretty soon,” he replied. “They’ve been marching all day, so I can’t imagine them wanting to stay up late at night. By the time we make it to the northern end of that snake, the majority of them should be asleep.”

After Nerras stretched for a moment, we both climbed back into the wagon and started driving north. Without headlights it wasn’t very easy, so I used magic to create a small ball of light and attached it to the front of the wagon. I couldn’t make it too bright, as I didn’t want to run the risk of anyone seeing us. Remembering something from my army days, I altered the color of the light until it was red.

“Why red?” Nerras asked.

“Harder to see from a distance,” I replied. “The downside is we can’t see as well, but at least we’re safer for the time being.”

The ground wasn’t the smoothest, so we kept our speed relatively low as we circled around to the north, towards the back end of Vogrim’s army. Nerras watched carefully through the window hole but was unable to see anything. After a few minutes, he moved to the back of the wagon-car and stood up, holding onto the armored sides for stability, so he could see better.

“I think I see them,” he said, and I brought us to a halt.

Nerras climbed back in and I removed our red light up front. We sat there for a moment, gathering our senses and mentally preparing ourselves for a fight.

“There’s no way to safely drive this thing around in the middle of the night,” I said. “Especially with no lights.”

“I know,” Nerras replied. “We’ll have to go on foot, then use this to escape.”

I carefully turned the wagon-car around so that it was facing a safe egress route, then we climbed back out. We needed to be able to find it in the darkness, so I created a small ball of red light and attached it to the ground beneath the wagon-car. I kept a magical connection to it open, so I could use that to find our way back when we needed to. For now, I kept it dim to avoid detection.

“This way,” I said, pointing roughly north and west from our location. “That was the far edge of the campfires I saw, so that should take us to the end of their troops.”

Nerras nodded and the two of us set out, making our way along the treeline. The goblin soldier’s eyesight was much better than mine, especially at night, so Nerras led the way, keeping an eye out for any signs of our enemies.

We had parked close, so it was only about a ten minute journey to the first lights. Nerras nudged me and pointed ahead. Of course my human eyes weren’t nearly as sharp as his, but I eventually saw the flicker of smoldering campfires glinting through the trees. As silently as possible we moved to the treeline, where we knelt and studied the enemy camp.

While I had expected the tents to be arranged haphazardly, there was a surprising amount of order to the camp. Of course many of the foot soldiers didn’t have tents at all and simply curled up on the ground around the embers of their cookfires, wrapped in a blanket. I almost sympathized with them, marching for miles on end every day and then sleeping on the snowy ground. There was simply nothing pleasant about that, but then again these guys wanted to murder me and my people. So, I took that sliver of sympathy, lit it on fire, and threw it away.

“They’re asleep, which will make it easier,” Nerras whispered. He reached out and pointed at several groups, helping me select my first targets. “Can you do it quietly?”

I frowned at the shadowed forms for a moment. Could I kill this many people quietly, or even better, silently? With the amount of magic I could hold, I could do almost anything, but I had to be able to envision it first.

“I think so,” I whispered. My mind raced with a million options, each one more ridiculous than the last. Lightning and fireballs were obviously out, although fire made me think of heat, which reminded me how I had killed the necromancer Odewyn, what seemed like so long ago.

I focused on the person nearest to me, a heavyset orc wrapped up in his blanket. After pulling deeply from my magical well, I sent out my magical tendrils. Out of habit my tendrils moved slowly, even though they were completely silent. They stopped just short of the orcs head, and I thought for a moment.

Taking a deep breath, I used my magical tendrils to flood the orc’s head with heat energy, cooking his brain in a matter of seconds. His eyes snapped open, but he was dead before he could utter a sound. Next to me, Nerras grunted.

“Not bad. Now, do that a hundred times.” He looked around at the expansive, sleeping army. “Make that a thousand. Or ten.”

“Yeah, good point,” I said. I needed a way to kill a large quantity of enemy soldiers without waking them or alerting the others. Most of them were asleep, so I just had to ensure they didn’t wake up.

It was that thought that made me think about breathing, specifically oxygen. We needed oxygen to live, although being without oxygen typically wasn’t something a person would notice. They would just slowly pass out, and eventually die.

With that in mind, I sent out as many magical tendrils as I could, reaching into the air itself. I closed my eyes and let the tendrils be my sight as I pulled heavily from my magical well. I felt at the air, at the very molecular structure of it. Nitrogen, oxygen, and carbon dioxide made up the majority of our atmosphere. If I increased the carbon dioxide, that would certainly kill them but they would wake up choking and coughing. If I removed the oxygen, however….

Still with my eyes closed, I reached far across the sleeping soldiers and pulled the oxygen from the air near the ground. I made sure to avoid altering the air near us; the last thing I needed to do was kill myself and Nerras in the process.

I didn’t know how long it would take to kill them this way, so I focused on keeping the air around them oxygen-free for at least five minutes. I let one of my magical tendrils slip into one of the nearby orcs, feeling for a heartbeat. There was none.

After another minute or two, just to be safe, I let the air return to normal. I opened my eyes again and nodded to Nerras.

“What did you do?” he asked.

“I removed the oxygen from the air,” I said, and then immediately realized he wouldn’t know what oxygen was. “Oxygen is the stuff in the air around us that our body actually needs and uses. Remove that and a person will gradually just pass out, and after a few minutes, die.”

He nodded slowly. “Interesting. I never knew you could do a thing like that with magic.”

“It seems I can do almost whatever I want as long as I know how it works,” I replied.

“So, they aren’t going to wake up, then?” he asked, pointing at the soldiers I had just asphyxiated. “I think that was about fifty people you just killed.”

“Oh, they’re dead as rocks,” I said with a quiet chuckle. “Come on, let’s move on to the next group.”


31


Over the next three hours we moved from camp to camp, hiding in the deep shadows of the night while I suffocated as many soldiers as possible. By our estimate, more than a thousand died, although the reality was that we both knew it wasn’t enough. Not even close.

One of the most disturbing things we saw was when a few living soldiers stumbled across the sleeping dead. They didn’t raise an alarm; quite the opposite, in fact. It was a group of three orcs that we watched in horror as they shook the bodies, and once they determined that the person on the ground was dead, they tore into their flesh, eating them on the spot. It was like some horrible zombie movie but infinitely more disturbing.

Fortunately, suffocating sleeping soldiers was silent work. Working with magic in that manner impressed me; I had no clue it was that versatile and could accomplish that many things. It really seemed that if I could think of it and if I knew how the mechanisms worked, I could do it with magic. It made me wonder if magic had any limits, or if it was simply limited by the caster. I mean, the elves created a magical engine and I still had absolutely no clue how they did that.

Furthermore, since I had just pulled air molecules out of the air, it made me wonder what else we could do at the molecular level. Were there really no limits? Emperor Laeryth had altered the structure of the wooden spokes on the wagon-car, strengthening them. With enough power, just about anything might be possible. And it was that thought that clued me in on how to defeat this impossibly powerful army once and for all.

Nerras and I finally arrived at the rear of the massive campsite. Sergeant Haax had once described the size of the army, saying it was tens of thousands large. It was hard counting that many soldiers, of course, but both Nerras and I came up with a rough estimation of twenty-five thousand soldiers. Well, twenty-four now.

“I still can’t get that sight out of my mind,” Nerras whispered. “Why were they eating the bodies like that? It was like they didn’t even care that their comrades were dead. They just wanted to eat them.”

I thought on that for a moment and remembered the harrowing scenes Vogrim had shown me as I fought his avatar, of his soldiers consuming the dead after slaughtering a city. They had grown in strength and ferocity after cannibalizing so many bodies, and by the time they reached the last city they were unstoppable. Inadvertently, I had just screwed myself by leaving a thousand bodies right there. They would be eaten first thing in the morning—if not overnight—and the army would be that much more powerful. I couldn’t let that happen.

“They get stronger when they eat the dead,” I whispered. “It’s something Vogrim did. We’ll have to take care of it tonight before we leave.” I looked to my left, towards where all the bodies were. They would have to be burned. There was no way to avoid it.

Before us, at the end of the massive snake of soldiers, stood portable smithies built into wagons, bakeries with wheels, supply carts, and everything else needed to provide for such a massive army. An army couldn’t operate without solid logistics, which meant Nerras and I knew exactly what we needed to do.

“How do you want to do it?” Nerras asked me as he looked over all the different wagons, tools, and sleeping craftsmen.

“You know,” I said after a moment. “Their entire mission is to kill everything I love. So I think I want to be a dick.”

I drew heavily upon my magical well and sent my magical tendrils out into the nearest wagon. It took me a moment, feeling through the steel and wood of the wagon structure, to figure out exactly what I wanted to do.

“What are you doing?” Nerras asked, squinting. “I can’t quite follow you.”

“I’m being a complete and utter asshole,” I said quietly, struggling not to break out into laughter. “So, the wood that the wagon wheels and axles are made of? I just fused them into the rest of the wagon. They’ll never turn again, and they’ll have to completely take the undercarriage apart to fix it. Oh, and that little door at the front of the forge won’t open either.”

Nerras laughed silently. “You probably could have just killed them, you know. It would have been easier, too.”

“Yeah, but I’m slowly destroying their morale,” I replied with a grin.

“I like it,” Nerras said, reaching out with his own magical tendrils. He removed the wooden axles in a nearby wagon, leaving only short stubs that were barely long enough to hold the wheels in place. If they pulled the wagon five feet, the wheels would fall off and it would collapse.

“Oh, that was a good one,” I said as I watched him work. I sent my magical tendrils into the next wagon over, which looked to be two large cob ovens mountain on a wagon chassis. Well, cob was just mud and water mixed with a bit of straw, then baked in the sun. Simple, strong, cheap, and functional. Also, very easy for me to mess with.

I forced water into the dried cob of the ovens, right around the openings in the front. Once it became soft, I closed and reshaped them, making the ovens completely useless. Seeing this, Nerras choked back a laugh.

“Okay, hold on,” Nerras said. A large, burly orc was curled up on the ground near the blacksmith’s wagon, wrapped in a blanket. I watched as Nerras’s magical tendrils went into the fabric of the orc’s blanket and altered it, turning it into one piece, as if the orc was stuck inside a giant wool sock

We spent the next hour trying to one-up each other like this and struggling not to laugh. Nerras partially cut through all the spokes on several wagon wheels, ensuring they would break as soon as they were used. I melted the steel on the outside of a wagon wheel and let some of the metal flow into the ground, fusing it with gravel and rocks. Together we ruined dozens of wagons, severely limiting this army’s ability to supply and feed itself.

“Let’s go take care of those bodies now,” I whispered and nudged Nerras’s elbow.

He nodded and followed me as we walked back through the woods. On several occasions we had to hunker down and wait for a few minutes as a minotaur or band of lizardfolk walked by. Getting detected right now would be absolutely disastrous. My stomach lurched as we crept closer to all the dead soldiers, as I noticed even more of them were being eaten. Having gorged themselves, several orcs and minotaurs walked away, patting their stomachs in satisfaction.

“This is bad,” I whispered to Nerras. “That makes them stronger. I don’t think there’s any way to finish this off quietly.”

Nerras frowned and nodded. “Then we do it big and loud. Make sure they know someone is coming after them. That’ll tank their morale as well.”

I pulled more magic into myself, then paused. If I dropped a fireball on a pile of bodies, they would look for us in that area. I needed to start as far away as possible.

“What are you doing?” Nerras asked as I climbed up a nearby tree.

“Better vantage point,” I replied as I grabbed onto a branch and pulled myself up.

From about ten feet above the ground, I could see much better. Fortunately with the cold weather, that particular tree was devoid of any leaves to speak of, so my view was unobstructed. The faint moonlight was just enough for me to see the farthest edge of the sleeping soldiers I had killed.

I reached out with magic but quickly found myself near my limit in terms of distance. So instead, I created a fireball a quarter mile in front of me and sent it flying towards the bodies. Before it had even crashed into the ground, I launched another one, and then a third. Fire rained down, covering the bodies and incinerating both them and anyone that was eating them.

Launching the fireballs from a spot far in front of me had another benefit; when several squads of orcs and minotaurs charged into the area to find the person responsible for the magical attacks, they ran towards where I was launching the fireballs from. That put plenty of distance between us, although I knew a minotaur could cross a quarter mile in no time.

I poured magic in my attacks, and a ring of fire exploded outwards, increasing in size and burning everything in its path. As soon as I set that magical attack into motion, I hurriedly climbed down from the tree and joined Nerras. Together, we ran through the forest, towards the wagon-car.

I had maintained my magical connection to the small light beneath the wagon-car, so I pumped more power into it until it glowed brightly enough to be seen. We altered our course and ran for it, moving even faster when we heard the barking shouts of a party of orcs on our tail.

“I’ll drive!” Nerras said as we sprinted towards the wagon. “I can crawl through that thing faster than you. Just keep the shield up in case they try anything.”

The glow of the magical light grew brighter and we found ourselves near the wagon. When we got to it, Nerras took a flying leap directly into the back of the thing like some ridiculous cartoon character. After a quick roll over the back of the front seat, he glanced over his shoulder to check on me.

Of course weighing twice what he did, it took me longer to get inside. I pulled myself up and hurriedly turned around, bringing Eldrick’s shield up to protect the rear opening. Using magic, I adjusted the position of that bright light, moving it to just beneath the front tip of the plow front, and left it nice and bright. Nerras had good vision, but I didn’t want to risk us running into a rock or tree because it was the middle of the night.

“Go!” I shouted.

The orcs came into view, and the minotaurs only a few seconds later. Nerras pulled the throttle lever all the way back and the rear wheels spun on the cold ground as they struggled for traction.

A minotaur drew his arm back and launched a heavy spear at us with fearsome accuracy. I sent a gust of wind at it, deflecting it to the side. I wouldn’t have been strong enough to deflect it with my shield; that thing would have sent me flying.

The wagon finally began moving forwards. The orcs were close enough to try their bows, and arrows soon began pinging into Eldrick’s shield. As the wagon-car picked up speed, we eventually outpaced them, with the exception of two minotaurs.

They charged behind us, their powerful legs propelling them forwards as fast as a horse could run. Nerras and I were bounced all over in the wagon and I feared we would break a wheel or an axle, but the suspension did its job. We slowly pulled away from the minotaurs, and they eventually grew tired and slowed down, shouting vile curses at us as we fled.

I kept Eldrick’s shield up for a few minutes just to be safe, then finally lowered it. We still sped away in the night, but after a few more minutes Nerras relaxed our speed a bit. I crawled through the wagon and took my place on the passenger side of the front seat, and we both let out a shout of triumph.

“I haven’t had fun like that in a long time,” Nerras said with a grin.

“Same,” I said. “I just wish we could have been more effective. We’d need to do that every night for a month straight to really make a difference, and we have probably a week until they’ve surrounded the city. I don’t know, how fast do orcs march?”

“Faster than you or me, that’s for damn sure,” Nerras replied. “I would expect them to be here in half that time, especially now that they’re pissed off. So, what are we going to do, then?”

My thoughts went back to when I had removed the oxygen from the air and suffocated the soldiers. It really seemed that anything was possible with enough magical power and enough control.

“Pull over for a minute,” I said. “I need to try something.”

“Anywhere in particular?” he asked, slowing the wagon-car to a halt.

I shook my head. “This is fine. I just need a moment.”

I moved to the rear of the wagon, where I could see better, and stared at the ground behind us. I sent out my magical tendrils and let them explore the nearest thing to us; a blade of grass. Since I was using magic, I didn’t think the specific matter was that important.

Closing my eyes, I reached out with my magical tendrils, feeling for things smaller and smaller, letting the tendrils be my eyes. It amazed me just what I was capable of with the right knowledge, and watching documentaries online had given me enough knowledge for what I was trying to do.

“What are you doing?” Nerras asked from over my shoulder. “I can’t even follow that.”

I finally figured out exactly what I needed to do, then divided my tendrils to a dozen, then a hundred. After giving everything a bit of a magical push, I detected the tiniest flash of light, just barely visible.

“What was that?” Nerras asked.

I got up and turned around and we both climbed back into the front of the wagon. My mood was high; my plan would work as long as I had enough power. Well, at least I hoped so.

“Allow me to explain,” I said.
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Nerras was silent for a moment after I told him my plan. He suddenly barked a laugh and shook his head.

“I don’t know if that’s a great idea or a horribly bad one, but I suppose we don’t have much choice,” he said slowly. “I still don’t fully understand it, though.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “If it gets the job done, that’s all that matters.”

After that we mostly rode in silence, trying hard to outpace Vogrim’s army. The speed of the wagon-car gave us an enormous advantage, but I still wanted to make sure we got home as quickly as possible.

I let out a jaw-cracking yawn and tried to get comfortable on the seat so I could take a nap, but the ride was simply too rough. Even on the smoother section of road, that thing was not very conducive to taking a nap.

Of course, an hour later we switched places and I drove. Nerras climbed in the back and curled up right on top of our armor and bedrolls and fell promptly asleep. I struggled not to laugh and instead focused on driving as smoothly as possible.

The overnight drive made me wish coffee had been discovered in this world, although to be honest I never cared for the taste. They probably had a tea that would do it if I asked around.

I tried to keep track of the moon as I sped south down the wide dirt road. It slowly arced across the sky as I drove, almost seeming to mock me and remind me how long the trip took. Nerras managed to sleep the entire trip away.

As the early morning sun began to rise, we found ourselves approaching the city of Gillamoor. I called out over my shoulder to wake up Nerras, and he stretched for a moment, then climbed back into the seat next to me.

“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to how fast this thing moves,” he said, looking through the window opening.

“Just wait until we make you one,” I told him, then slapped at the steel armor covering it. “And without all this shit.”

A little more than a mile from the city I pulled the wagon-car to a halt right there on the road. I was exhausted, but still able to pull enough magic into myself to reshape the ground. I created a pedestal of compressed dirt, ten feet wide at the base and at least twenty feet tall.

I reached behind the seat and grabbed the golden sconces I had taken from Vogrim’s palace—I had accidentally left them in the wagon in my haste to pack for this trip. Using magic, I floated them in the air and held them in front of the wagon for a moment. The shape didn’t matter, but I compressed them all into a single ball of gold, then sent that on top of the dirt pedestal. Altogether, it was perhaps ten pounds of gold. The weight wasn’t important, but the gleam was. I expanded the ball of gold, making a large hollow sphere with a polished surface that could be seen from a long distance.

After that, I pulled on the throttle lever and we continued on to the city. As we circled around the wide moat, I began to wonder if we should name it. A little larger and it would be fair to call it a lake, which would certainly deserve a name. That could be a fun project for the future of the city.

Nerras stifled a yawn as we passed through the open front gates of the city. Soldiers atop the gatehouse cheered us, but it was still early so their enthusiasm was low. Once they learned how many soldiers were marching for the city, their enthusiasm would drop even lower.

The sun began to shine over the city wall as I pulled up in front of the temple. Both Nerras and I climbed out the back, and I immediately smiled when I noticed the lack of a cloud hovering above us. It would take a little bit of getting used to, but that was just a reminder of what we had done and how far we had come.

Of course, the most difficult part of this was charging towards the city with death in its gaze. I grabbed a few things and hurried up the stairs while Nerras unloaded his things.

“Andrew!” Prazzi exclaimed as she hurried up to me.

She hugged me tightly, and I leaned down and kissed the top of her head. My hands were full so I couldn’t return the hug, but I gave her my best smile.

“You have bad news, don’t you?” she asked, looking up into my eyes.

“I’ll keep you all safe,” I told her. “I promise.”

She nodded, worry creasing her brow. “I trust you,” she said as she took a step back.

I knocked on my door with the toe of my boot and it opened a millisecond later. Cirro crashed into me and practically knocked me to the ground, doing her best to cover me with kisses. The rest of my wives were only a heartbeat behind, each of them equally eager to show me affection.

“Let me put my stuff down,” I said with a laugh.

I basically had no choice but to drop everything right there while my wives took turns hugging and kissing me. Honestly, it was a great way to be welcomed home, and I reminded myself that my future would be filled with just that.

“How was it?” Cirro asked.

“How big is the army?” Thilli asked.

“When will they be here?” Anna asked.

“Hold on,” I said, raising my hands to stop them. “Everything went about as well as we could expect. Our attack at the outpost killed several hundred of them, and last night we killed another thousand. It wasn’t enough though. The army is just too large; there’s at least twenty thousand troops marching for us right now.”

Lossia fell into a nearby chair and sighed heavily. Thilli let out a few choice curses.

“After all we’ve done, surely there’s still some way to fight,” Anna said, looking as though she were struggling to contain her frustration and concern. “Even an army that large. We’re going to make it, right?”

I looked at her flawless face, at her dark blue braid pulled over one shoulder. She was the very essence of beauty, all of my wives were. They treated me like a king every single day I was with them. No matter what happened, I could never let them down. That was completely unthinkable.

“We’re going to be okay,” I told Anna, turning my head to include the rest of my wives. “We’re all going to be okay. I have a plan that’s a little crazy—”

“Sounds like the rest of your plans,” Thilli said.

“But it’s going to work,” I said. “I promise. This time next year we’ll all be relaxing in our house.”

Lossia laughed. “Maybe you’ll be relaxing. We’ll be taking care of our babies.”

“Oh, you know what I meant,” I said to her. “We’ll all be taking care of them together. We’re going to have a wonderful, happy family and a beautiful future.” I reached out and touched Thilli’s cheek, and she smiled. “I love you. All of you. I will move mountains and level entire forests to protect you all.”

“What exactly is your plan?” Cirro asked.

I ran my fingers through my hair. “Kind of hard to explain, to be honest. I’ll just have to ask you all to trust me.”

“When was the last time you slept?” Anna asked. “You look rough.”

“We drove through the night to get here more quickly,” I said. “I think we did a good job crippling their supply chain, but they’ll be marching in anger now. And this isn’t a normal army; Vogrim has done something to them, strengthened them with magic somehow. They eat their dead, and grow stronger.”

Thilli shivered. “The sooner this is over, the better.”

“Go get your stuff so you can rest,” Anna said as she reached out and squeezed my hand.

I hurried back to the wagon and saw Nerras unloading the rest of his stuff. It wasn’t a lot, but definitely too much to carry on foot.

“Let me get my stuff, and then you can just take this to your house,” I said. “No need to carry it all by hand.”

“Well, shit,” he said, putting his hands on his hips and looking at his pile of gear. “I suppose I should have thought of that earlier, eh?”

I grabbed my armor and took it inside, then Eldrick’s shield and sword. After only a few minutes, I had everything of mine unpacked, and then I helped Nerras put his things back into the rear of the wagon-car.

“Just bring it back later,” I said, slapping the side. “Tell Kless and Ozee I said hi!”

With that, Nerras sped away.

I jogged up the steps and went right to my room. To my utter delight, Lossia and Cirro had directed servants to fill the tub with fresh, hot water. A moment later, Prazzi came into the room with a pitcher of hot tea, and a temple worker behind her held another platter filled with a light breakfast.

“You probably haven’t eaten yet, have you?” Prazzi asked as they set the platters down.

“Of course not,” I said with a smile.

“Men,” Prazzi said, placing her hands on her hips. “They do this all the time. They get so busy they forget to eat.”

“We’ll take care of him, don’t worry,” Lossia said, smiling up at me as she pulled me towards the bathtub.

I could only stand there, grinning like an idiot, as my four wives undressed me. They had me naked in minutes, and then they were pushing me into the bathtub.

The water was just on the hot side of perfect, and the heat instantly helped to relax my muscles. I sank down into it, slowly letting the water cover me until I was fully reclined in the tub with only my head out of the water.

“How long do we have?” Thilli asked quietly as she knelt next to the tub.

“Nerras said they move quickly, and with them being angry they’ll be eager for revenge. Three days, tops,” I replied. “So of course I want us ready as soon as possible. Minotaurs can damn near outrun a horse, so if they really push themselves, they could be here even sooner.”

She took a deep breath and nodded. “I’ll talk to Captain Muller and Colonel Chuleel,” Thilli said. “I’ll make sure the army is ready.”

Cirro tossed me a washrag. “Let’s get you clean and rested so we can prepare,” she said.

“I was waiting for you to wash my hair for me,” I said, struggling not to smile or laugh. The look of surprised outrage she gave me broke my attempts at seriousness and I burst out laughing.

I quickly washed myself, then accepted a towel from Anna as I stepped out of the bathtub. The hot bath after a few days of fighting felt incredible. It reminded me of my days back in the army; taking a shower after being in the field was always a great feeling. Of course, nothing would ever beat the first hot shower I took after finishing Ranger school.

That thought led me to briefly wondering how some of my old buddies were doing. Sergeant Moore probably had three kids by now; he always wanted a big family. Blake had gotten out shortly before I was zapped to this world, so I assumed he was in Texas, building a new life.

“Deep thoughts?” Thilli asked.

“Not really,” I said, smiling at her. “Just thinking of some old friends.”

Cirro slapped me on my bare ass. “Well, think of getting some sleep instead. You look like you’re about to fall over.”

I laughed and went to our bed. With all that was coming in the next few days, I expected them to be busy from sunup to sundown, but Cirro followed me to the bed, pulling her dress over her head as she walked. I turned and looked at her before I climbed onto the bed.

“What?” she asked. “I could use a nap. I’m pregnant, remember, so I can use that as an excuse.” She looked down at my crotch, then back up at my face and smiled.

I climbed onto the bed and got comfortable, and Cirro was soon lying with her head on my shoulder. It felt great, having her there. And while I did eventually get a nap in, she didn’t let me go to sleep for nearly an hour, until I had pleased her.

That’s certainly not a complaint.
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Three hours later, we both got out of bed. I felt as though there was a lot to do, but to be honest the city was in good shape. Fortunately, we had been preparing the city for some time, so everyone was mostly ready for the attack. The time would best be spent training and producing as many arrows as possible.

However, deep down I knew it wasn’t enough. Vogrim’s army was large enough that half of them could be killed and the rest would still swarm over the city walls like ants and kill everyone inside. Plus, then they would just eat the bodies and grow even stronger. We were in a bad place, and the only answer was complete and utter annihilation of the army.

“What are you thinking about?” Cirro asked. She sat in a chair near the door, still naked, with her chin resting on her hand.

“How to prepare for all this,” I replied as I pulled a fresh shirt over my head. “My plan will work, but everything has to be perfect.”

“What if it’s not?” she asked.

“I can’t even allow those thoughts to enter my head,” I said. “There is no room for failure in this. The entire world will die if we can’t stop them.”

“Do you think the elven emperor could kill them?” she asked, her nose wrinkling a bit as she mentioned Laeryth. “I hate him, but I know he’s dreadfully strong.”

“I honestly don’t know,” I said. “He’s incredibly strong with magic, but there are just so many soldiers. He would eventually get tired and overwhelmed. I believe our only option, the world’s only option, is for them to be stopped here at the walls of Gillamoor.”

“Well, I’m not the strongest with magic, but I’ll help however I can,” Cirro said quietly.

“Everyone can help in some way,” I said. “Like you and Anna gathering up all the strongest magic users in the city and having them ready. We’ll need people to keep the moat from being turned into ice, or else the minotaurs will just walk right up to the walls and attack.”

She nodded slowly for a moment, then looked up at me. “I’m scared, Andrew. I know you keep saying we’re going to be fine, but I’m really scared. Thilli heard the scouts mention how big the army was, and she told us.” She took a deep breath and let it out. “I don’t think we’re going to make it. I’m just trying to think of a way to escape.”

“There is no escape,” I said, and immediately realized how ominous that sounded. “But you’re going to be fine. I’m just asking you to trust me. I haven’t let you down yet and I don’t plan on starting any time soon.” I stuffed my arms into my coat and shrugged it on. “I’m going to spend the next couple days making sure everything goes smoothly.”

“Okay,” Cirro said. “I think I’m going to just have a nervous breakdown for a few minutes. Then I’m going to have some tea and go help Lossia with the house.”

“Atta girl,” I said, grinning at her humor. “Actually, there is something you can do to help me.” I turned and looked to the corner of the room, where Eldrick’s shield was propped against the wall. “Cast a bunch of spells at the shield. It’ll absorb them, and it can be a bit unpleasant if you cast something particularly strong, but it transfers all that power to Eldrick’s sword, where I can later use it. So cast every bit of magic you have at that shield. In fact, gather up a bunch of people and have them all use magic against it. The more magic it absorbs, the better our chances.”

She nodded. “Okay, I can do that.” She looked over at the shield for a moment. “How much power do you need?”

“All of it,” I said, holding out my hand to her.

She stood and came to me and we held each other for a while, not saying anything, just enjoying the warmth and love of the embrace. After a bit, I made certain Cirro was okay, then grabbed my cloak and left the room. Only a few older people were in the sanctuary praying; it took me a moment to realize that my duties repopulating the goblin people were finally over. Vogrim was dead, and the poison cloud forever gone.

I had mixed feelings about that. Of course, having sex with so many women had been an amazing experience, but it went beyond that. Having a close, intimate connection with so many people was something that had changed me and forever altered how I viewed the world. In the end, I was glad I only had my wives to please from that moment on. While being with all those other women was fun, it was also exhausting and I had a war to win.

Plus, I was looking forward to having more time to spend with my wives, to growing closer to them and learning more about them. We had the rest of our lives ahead of us, and I was eager to begin.

It took me a moment to decide where to start, but ultimately I started walking towards Fennel’s wainwright shop. He would be glad to hear how his wagon performed, and we could start planning the next version.

Men greeted me and thanked me as I walked by, showing their appreciation for what I had done for them. It made the short walk take a bit longer, but it was nice to know I had made such a positive change in so many people’s lives. Once their bodies healed and worked again, I would probably be showered with gifts, from the men as well as their wives.

I strode into the wainwright shop and smiled at Fennel’s father, seated there crunching the numbers, as always.

“Good afternoon, pops,” I said. “I’m here to see Fennel.”

“Hmm?” He looked up and his face brightened when he saw me. “Ah, Andrew! Go right in, he’ll be glad to hear how things went. He’s told me all about your project, you know.”

“Want to take it for a ride one day?” I asked as I walked towards the door to the workshop.

“I think my heart might give out,” Fennel’s father said with a dry chuckle.

I walked into the workshop and saw Fennel there, repairing a wagon wheel. He worked with expert hands, shaping a new spoke and fitting it perfectly into place.

“That wheel would be better if it were powered by a magical engine,” I said.

His head snapped around at the sound of my voice. “Andrew! Please, come in,” he said. “Since you’re still alive, I’m assuming our wagon did its job.”

I nodded. “That and then some. I think you’d be proud of how it did. Nerras has it right now, but once he’s done I’ll bring it here so you can check it out and start making modifications. Honestly, you can probably start pulling all the armor off and turning it into something more reasonable.”

Fennel rubbed his chin and pondered that for a moment. “There’s a million and one uses I can think of for that.”

“The wagon-car did great,” I told him. “A minotaur broke one of the spokes, but it’s otherwise doing fine. The armor did great as well.”

“So, how many?” Fennel asked, crossing his arms. “How many of those monsters did our wagon take care of?”

“I would say at least a hundred,” I replied. “I wasn’t really counting at the time. We took out at least a thousand in total.”

Fennel whistled appreciatively. “I’m not a violent man, but I’m glad to know something I made will help save this city.”

I didn’t want to ruin his feeling of accomplishment, so I avoided telling him just how large the army was.

“Well, the rest of Vogrim’s soldiers will be here in a few days,” I explained. “I need everyone making weapons. Arrows would be the main priority; I have a feeling we’re going to need a lot of them.” Although if my plan worked, we wouldn’t need that many.

He nodded. “I can make arrows. It’s not my strength, see, but I’ll get it done. The city comes first.”

“Thanks, Fennel,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder. “We’re all going to come out of this okay. Things will just be a bit rough for a few days. No need to overly worry yourself.”

After that, I decided to head to the mayor’s house. Fortunately, it was nearby. It only took me a few minutes to walk there.

As usual, I knocked on the door and a moment later the mayor answered. He seemed almost surprised to see me.

“Andrew, come in, come in,” Mayor Beezle said, stepping aside and waving me into his house. “I’ve been expecting you. We need to talk.”

Well, those were never good words, but at least I knew exactly what he wanted to talk to me about.

“Let’s cut straight to it,” the mayor said as he followed me into the living room. He had stopped by his kitchen and grabbed two cups and a bottle, and poured us both a glass of what looked like the mead that had been recently made.

“So, Vogrim is dead and the poison clouds gone,” I said. “But his army is on the march and will be here in a few days. And they’re strong, damn strong. They grow in power when they eat their dead.”

“How many?” the mayor asked after a long sip from his cup.

“I’m not the best at counting, but probably twenty to twenty-five thousand.”

He sat there for a moment and took another drink of mead. “Do we have any chance of surviving?” I could tell by the tone of his voice that he expected this to be the end.

“Fighting conventionally, no,” I told him. “But I have a plan. It’s hard to explain, but I believe I can kill his entire army with one attack.”

Mayor Beezle stared at me for a moment. “That’s bold,” he said. “So, you’re telling me that our only chance of surviving is if your attack works?”

“Oh, it’s much worse than that,” I said. “The whole world is depending on me. No pressure or anything.”

“I don’t want to think of dying, Andrew,” he said, staring down into his cup. “Have I ever told you the story of how I met my wife?”

“No, you haven’t,” I said. “But I’d love to hear it.”

We sat there for a good hour, nursing our drinks and sharing pleasant conversation. I immediately recognized what was going on; the mayor thought he was going to die. Him and everyone else. He just wanted to relive some happy memories first.

I told him plenty of funny stories from my days in the army, wanting to lead with laughs. I even stole a few quotes from some old comedies to add to the happy mood we were cultivating. Anything to keep this kind man out of the dumps.

“Thank you, Andrew,” Mayor Beezle said, wiping his eyes. My last story had him in tears of laughter. “I haven’t laughed that hard in a long, long time. I suppose I probably won’t—”

“If you say you won’t ever laugh that hard again, I’ll stuff you inside that mead bottle,” I said. “We’re going to be fine. It won’t be easy, but we’re going to be okay.”

He sat back in his chair and drained the last of his mead. “If you say so, Andrew. I will try to be optimistic. If nothing else, for my people. They deserve at least that much.”

“Damn right,” I said, standing up. “In the meantime, we need to be on full alert. We need soldiers along the north side of the city wall with looking glasses, watching for the soldiers.”

Mayor Beezle nodded. “It will be done.”

“Alright, now try not to be so damn glum,” I said, reaching out and shaking the mayor’s hand. “Two weeks from now you’ll be at my wedding, after all.”
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After that, I went over to the military district to check on the soldiers. Thilli had done an excellent job keeping them in order, so when I arrived I found her and Captain Muller addressing the entire company and telling them the situation. The soldiers paid close attention to his words, and when Thilli emphasized a few things they focused on everything she said.

“Sir,” Private Joor said, pointing at me.

Captain Muller stopped what he was saying and turned right as I was walking up. “Andrew, good to have you here. Can you give us any additional details?”

I placed my hand on Thilli’s shoulder and squeezed it. It was great seeing her in this position, with the soldiers practically worshipping her. Her father would be proud.

“Men, I’m not going to bullshit you,” I said to the soldiers. “The army coming this way is huge, larger than you could imagine, and the fate of the world depends on them being defeated. Now, I’ve worked out a new magical attack that should take care of the vast majority of them, and I’m just going to ask you all to trust me.”

“So you’re going to leave a few for us, then?” one of the soldiers called out.

“Possibly,” I said with a grin. “I’m going to try my damndest to kill every single one of them, but I know some will slip through. Also, Sergeant Nerras and I may have pissed them off a bit by killing a thousand of them last night.”

Shouts of “Nerras! Nerras!” rose for a moment before Captain Muller quieted them down. Nerras was practically a legend among the soldiers. The day he actually rejoined the military unit, they’d probably throw a party for him.

“I think there’s a chance some of them are going to try to hurry here and attack before the main body arrives,” I told them. “So, we need to be on the lookout at all times, night and day.”

“What else can you tell us?” Captain Muller asked.

I thought for a moment on the most pertinent bits. “We have to make sure that whoever survives my attack is routed to the main gate,” I said. “I have some people that will be using magic to keep the moat from freezing over—that would allow them to cross it and get right up to the wall. We want to direct Vogrim’s soldiers to that front gate, where we’ll hammer them with arrows and spears and magic. Honestly, this should be pretty straightforward.”

“Unless your attack doesn’t work,” Thilli muttered.

“I can’t accept that as an option,” I said quietly. “I refuse. This will work, no matter what it takes.”

Thilli reached out and squeezed my hand, giving me a look of concern.

“We’re going to be okay,” I said to the soldiers. “Some of Vogrim’s troops will survive my attack, and we’ll make sure they head towards the main gate. The fighting there will be fierce, but we’re going to make it.”

Although the mood was tense, many of the soldiers nodded at that, as if my shitty speech gave them the confidence they needed. Well, sometimes speeches didn’t need to be grandiose, flowery, or full of chest-thumping bravado. Sometimes people just needed someone to assure them that things were going to be okay. For these nervous troops, that was enough.

The soldiers set themselves to some last minute preparations and training as Thilli and I left. We walked across the city, her arm looped through mine, just trying to enjoy the moment. A cold gust of wind blew my cloak out and I found myself shivering.

“I think it’s going to snow soon,” Thilli said, looking up at the sky. “What else do you have to do?”

“To be honest, I don’t think there’s a lot,” I replied. “You and the others have handled things very well, the soldiers take their tasks seriously, Mayor Beezle is handling his part…. Yeah, honestly I think we’re about as ready as can be.”

“Doesn’t feel like it,” Thilli muttered.

“I know,” I said with a chuckle. “I feel like I should be frantic, trying to get everything done. But the truth is, we’ve done a solid job of preparing. Right now, all we have to do is wait.”

“Can we go get warm, then?” Thilli asked, tightening her grip on my arm.

“Of course, honey,” I replied with a smile.

We turned left at the next intersection and made our way towards the temple. The sanctuary was a bit chilly, as the main doors were always open, day and night—it was a sign of Zozella’s openness—but large fires roared in two massive fireplaces, pumping heat into the room.

I pulled our door open and held it for Thilli, then used a bit of magic to heat up our floor tiles. It was a simple trick, but had become one of my most used bits of magic.

Oh, that feels nice,” Thilli said. She plopped down in the nearest chair and pulled her boots off, then set her feet on the floor, wiggling her toes. “After the cold weather out there, this feels wonderful.”

I went over to the wardrobe and hung up my cloak and coat, then pulled my boots off as well. The warm floor did in fact feel fantastic on my feet. Thilli removed her cloak and jacket as well, and the two of us went and sat down.

A pitcher of wine sat on the table between us, beaded with condensation, with two glasses flanking it. Seeing it made me smile.

“Prazzi is the best at making sure we’ve got everything we need,” I said as I reached out and grabbed the pitcher. I poured each of us a glass and we sat back for a moment, enjoying the wine and relaxing.

It felt oddly surreal to do something so peaceful as sip on wine with the woman I loved when death was marching for us. Two or three days from now the army would be here, and the fate of the world rested on my shoulders. But for now, it was just two people and some wine.

“I spoke with my father,” Thilli said. “He’s going to send over a bunch of cuttings for our new vineyard once all this is over.”

“That’s great,” I said. “I guess my future is to be a winemaker. There’s worse things in life.”

“Winemaker and a father to many,” Thilli said.

“Speaking of which, how are you feeling?” I asked. “Should you be drinking that wine?”

Thilli gave me a wry look. “I’m only having a few sips, don’t worry. But I’m feeling alright. The past few mornings I’ve felt a little sick, but nothing bad yet. Hopefully it doesn’t get much worse. Lossia has had that worse than the rest of us, actually.”

I made a mental note to pay more attention to Lossia’s morning sickness so I could help her out.

“So, how many children do you think you have?” Thilli asked.

I shrugged. “It’s hard to tell. I would imagine somewhere between two and three hundred. I know that was pretty far off our mark, but Vogrim’s dead so that’s okay.”

Thilli smiled into her cup. “I’ll be honest, when I first met you, I didn’t think you were going to fight Vogrim, or any of these other things you’ve done. I was convinced you were just going to get us all pregnant and run back home. We all thought that. Helping us repopulate was our only hope.”

“Well, sorry to disappoint,” I replied. “But it looks like I’m here to stay.” I reached out and she took my hand with a smile.

“I’m glad,” Thilli said.

After that, Thilli told me about her childhood in York, and how she had seen Lossia from afar many times but had never actually met her until they both became Mothers of a New Age.

“Funny how prophetic that name was,” I said. “Although I suppose the new age we’re entering is going to be different from what anyone expected. We’re going to have cars and magical lights, and maybe airplanes if I can figure them out.”

“I’m so grateful you came into my life,” Thilli said suddenly. “You great big pink giant, you.”

“Come here,” I said, using my grip on her hand to pull her to me.

With a yelp and a giggle, she hopped over and sat on my lap. We wrapped our arms around each other and kissed for a while, then just held each other tightly.

I wasn’t sure how long we sat there, but time passed by and we didn’t care. The door eventually opened and Lossia and Cirro walked in. They saw us holding each other and smiled.

“Can you at least have the decency to move to the bed so we can all join in?” Cirro asked, waggling her eyebrows.

Thilli laughed in my arms. “Oh, I suppose we can,” she said.

“Good,” Lossia said. “Anna should be here shortly. We all decided to come back here for lunch, considering what’s coming. I think all of us cuddling up sounds like a good way to spend some time.”

“Couldn’t have said it better myself,” Cirro said with a lopsided grin.

Thilli hopped off my lap and I watched her perky round bottom sway as she walked over to the bed. Seeing her figure built a raw hunger inside me, a desire for my wives that was never ending. I got up and followed her, with Lossia and Cirro close behind.

Together, we all climbed onto the bed, doing our best to cuddle up. With four people, it wasn’t always the easiest thing, but we made it work. But then again, I didn’t think there was any way the four of us could have laid together that wouldn’t have made me smile.

Anna arrived a few minutes later. She walked into the room and the moment she noticed us, her face broke into a big smile.

“Now we’re talking,” she said, pulling off her boots. She hung her cloak next to the door and let her coat fall to the floor as she hurried towards the bed.

I sent another tendril of heat into the floor as Anna climbed onto the bed. She crawled over to Thilli, kissing her softly, then laying her head on the taller woman.

“What’s this supposed to be, our last time together before the war?” Anna asked as she reached out and gently caressed my leg.

“I think that’s what led to it,” Thilli said.

“But we’re going to be just fine, and we’ll be able to hold each other for many years in the future,” I said firmly. “I don’t want any of you thinking we’re not going to make it.”

It was the sounds of kissing and soft moaning that caused me to turn my head to the left. Cirro and Lossia had their arms wrapped around each other, with Cirro’s hand sliding down to squeeze Lossia’s full backside. I laughed. The two were insatiable when they were around each other.

“Well, I can see where this is going,” Anna said as she climbed on top of Thilli and began kissing her.

I put my hands behind my head and laughed as I laid back. My wives were always such a joy.

“Oh, don’t think for a second you won’t be a part of this,” Cirro said, reaching over and pulling at the ties at the front of my breeches.

“You’re not leaving this bed until you can’t walk,” Anna said as she grabbed onto the front of my shirt.

What could I say? I was the luckiest guy ever. I hurriedly pulled my shirt off over my head while my wives tore out of their clothing. Anna had to help Thilli out of her tight-fitting pants; her bottom was getting larger due to her pregnancy, making them fit like a second skin.

Our clothes wound up in a large pile next to the bed. My wives swarmed me, with Anna and Thilli taking turns sucking me off while Cirro straddled my head and pushed her pussy against my mouth. Lapping at her clit was a wonderful end to a stressful day.

Cirro’s fingers tangled in my hair and she moaned softly while I licked and sucked on her clitoris. My hands reached up and grabbed onto her plump backside, giving it a hefty squeeze. Lossia knelt next to Cirro and alternated kissing her and sucking on both of her large breasts.

After a few minutes of that, Cirro’s thighs began to tremble and her grip on my hair tightened. She sucked in her breath and let out a loud moan as an orgasm shook her entire body. The moment she was done, she rolled off me and Lossia took her place, eagerly pushing her pussy against my lips.

While I pleased Lossia, Anna and Thilli continued working their charms on me. Thilli took me into her mouth, all the way to the hilt, then pulled out and stroked with her slender hand. Sometimes one of them would stroke the base of my shaft while the other sucked on the tip, a sensation that drove me wild. But most often, one of them would aggressively suck on me for a bit, then the other would take her place while she rested her jaw. If my attention hadn’t been split trying to bring Lossia to orgasm, I would have came in their mouths within minutes.

Once Lossia’s trembling, shaking orgasm subsided, she rolled off of me while Anna straddled my hips. She took the base of my cock in her small hand and lined it up with herself, then sank down on me with a smile of bliss.

Cirro and Lossia held each other while they recovered from their orgasms. My attention focused on Anna, on keeping my hands on her hips while she bounced up and down on me, riding me hard and fast. Her perky breasts bounced each time I thrust upwards into her, my hips meeting her bottom with a slapping sound.

Thilli moved up next to her, eager for her turn. Anna pouted for a moment, but leaned over and kissed Thilli on the lips. Then, she raised herself off me and slid back, giving room for Thilli to straddle me. Anna’s hands went right to Thilli’s round bottom and helped guide my cock inside her.

Thilli scrunched her eyes shut and placed her hands on my chest for support as she rode me. My hands gripped her slender waist and I thrust myself into her like a jackhammer, bringing small, staccato moans from her.

Fully recovered from her orgasm, Cirro shuffled up next to Thilli, ready for her turn. She leaned forward and kissed Thilli on the cheek, then gave her a big-eyed pleading look that was so exaggerated it was comical.

“Oh, alright,” Thilli said with a laugh. She slid up and down my full length two more times, then raised off me and helped Cirro mount me. After that, she and Anna wrapped their arms around each other, and moments later Anna was going down on her.

Cirro leaned forward and I grabbed onto her large breasts while thrusting into her. She bent down so we could kiss, and our lips locked together. Our tongues played and danced in each other’s mouths, and her hand came up to lay along my cheek. I felt myself getting close so I used my grip on her hips to hold her in place for a moment while we kissed.

“Feels like someone’s about to blow,” she said with a smile against my lips.

“It’s taking every bit of strength I have not to cum right now,” I said with a chuckle.

Cirro raised her hips up and lowered them slowly, taking every inch of me. The sensation was absolutely mind-blowing.

“I want to finish him off, honey,” Lossia said.

“I suppose,” Cirro said with a huff. She smiled at Lossia and pulled her close, the two embracing and kissing while Cirro still sat on my cock.

They switched places and Lossia sank down on me. My hands went to her curves like a magnet, squeezing her round bottom, her wide hips, her large breasts. Cirro knelt next to her the entire time, kissing her and teasing her nipples while Lossia rode me. Anna leaned over and began kissing me with the taste of Thilli’s pussy still on her lips.

That was enough to send me over the edge. My fingers dug into Lossia’s hips and I rammed myself up into her, squirting thick ropes of cum deep inside her. Lossia moved with me, riding me hard and fast, and Anna kissed me deeply, muffling my moans with her tongue.

Anna moved out of the way as Lossia leaned forward, laying her head on my shoulder while I was still inside her. My other wives cuddled around us, kissing and hugging and squeezing. We eventually fell asleep that way. It was a perfect ending to the day.
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Iwoke up with Lossia still on top of me and my cock inside her. Morning wood took over and within seconds she was half-awake but riding me. Her massive breasts bouncing in my face was an incredible way to start the morning.

All the motion woke my other wives, but they were too sleepy to do much. Lossia and I went hard and fast, and once I blew my load inside her, she collapsed on my chest again. We held each other for some time, while the other women stretched and got up.

“I wish I could just stay here all day,” Lossia muttered as she nuzzled her head beneath my chin. She worked her hips in small circles, me still inside her.

I wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly. “Trust me, I do as well,” I said. “But we still have a few things to take care of. How’s our house coming, by the way?”

“It looks great,” she said, kissing my neck all the way up to my chin. “The outside is basically done. We’re just finishing things up on the interior now. And of course, we’ll need furniture.”

“Once all this is done, I want to help a lot. And not just by offering my magical strength, but I want to build more of it.”

“You can do the walls,” Lossia said, straightening up. “I hate making walls. Ceilings too, for that matter.” She stretched her arms over her head, causing her breasts to lift. I grinned like a kid as I watched her.

Lossia finally rolled off of me and I climbed out of bed. That morning had a lazy feel to it, and we all took our time getting ready. Each of us took a turn in the bath, soaking in hot water, and Prazzi brought over spiced porridge and fruit for breakfast. We all dragged our feet a bit, as if no one really had the energy to face what was coming.

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

I reached over and popped a grape into her mouth. They were her favorite. “I think filling up Eldrick’s sword should be top priority. I’m going to need a lot of magical power to accomplish what I have planned.” I looked over at the shield. “If we do it all day, we should be able to fill Eldrick’s sword with a ton of power. Cirro got a headstart on this yesterday, for which I’m grateful.”

“You’re welcome,” Cirro said, hands on her hips.

“I said I’m grateful,” I said, throwing a grape at her. She dodged to the side and caught it in her mouth, then grinned as she chewed it.

“You really know how to plan an exciting day,” Anna said, walking over to the shield. “So, just send some magic at it?”

“Carefully,” I said. “Start with something small.”

Anna walked up to the shield and held her hand out. A small wisp of fire left her palm and slammed into the surface of the shield, where it promptly disappeared. Her eyes widened and she staggered a step.

“Well, I wasn’t expecting that,” she muttered, then turned to look at me. “So just like that, as much as we can?”

“Yep,” I said, spooning the last of my porridge into my mouth. “Every bit of magic that shield absorbs winds up in Eldrick’s sword, where I can use it. So the more we put in there, the better off we’ll be when Vogrim’s army comes.”

“Does it matter what I hit it with?” Anna asked. “Should I use a variety of attacks?”

“I don’t think it matters,” I said. “It just turns them all into raw magical energy. Cast whatever you’re strongest with.”

Anna sat down cross-legged in front of the shield and continued sending small balls of fire at the shield. It absorbed every single one like a black hole. Every few minutes, she paused for a moment and put her hand to her head as if dizzy.

“What about the kids?” Cirro asked.

“School is paused until the war is over,” Anna replied, frowning at the shield. “By the gods, this is no fun.”

I walked over to the washbasin and scrubbed my teeth, then went over and sat next to Anna. She slipped her hand into mine and squeezed it.

“Alright, let’s see how much magic we can pump into this thing,” I said as I opened myself to my magical well. I only pulled a trickle of power into me, just enough to test it. Focusing on the shield, I took a cue from Anna and sent a small ball of fire at the shield.

As expected, it struck the surface and sank into it, leaving no sign anything had ever hit it. The feeling immediately after was decidedly unpleasant; it felt similar to having the breath sucked out of my lungs.

I shook my head and tried to think of the best way to get as much power as possible into the shield. Anna kept sending small fireballs at it, and after a moment Thilli sat next to her and added in her own power. If I kept sending small bits of magic into the shield, it would take me all day to make any progress. I was much stronger than them; for that matter, I was much stronger than all of my wives combined.

One of my magical tendrils reached out towards the shield. I directed it to touch the surface, just barely, just enough to see what would happen. It struck and held fast, like two magnets snapping together. Being that it was a thin tendril, a steady stream of raw magical power flowed from me into the shield. It was a rather unpleasant feeling, but it seemed much more efficient than casting fireballs at it.

“I never thought of that,” Thilli said. She copied me, sending a magical tendril out and touching the shield with it. As soon as it touched, she gasped. “Well, that doesn’t feel good.”

She was right. I increased the size of my magical tendril, pumping more power into the shield. It felt like someone draining my life, my very soul, but I continued and even increased the amount of power I sent into the shield. A little nausea now could mean victory later. It was worth it.

I poured more and more of my power into Eldrick’s shield, trying to stuff it full of every bit possible. I quickly became tired, that tiredness that often came from working with magic. I ignored it and let my power flood into the shield like a raging river, draining myself of magic at a painful pace.

“Wow,” Anna said, watching me work. “I knew you were strong, but I can’t even imagine holding that much power.”

When I went to reduce the amount of power I was pushing into the shield, it almost seemed to resist. I pulled on my magical tendril, but it felt as if it were stuck to the shield, like some non severable connection meant to drain me dry. It took me fully releasing my hold on my magical well for it to finally stop. And with that, I collapsed and almost immediately passed out.

When I woke, it was past lunch time. One of my wives had placed a pillow beneath my head and covered me with a blanket, and channeled a bit of heat into the floor to keep me warm.

“Looks who’s finally awake,” Cirro said. She was seated cross-legged right behind my head, and bent down and kissed me on the forehead when she saw that I was awake. “Ready for more fun?”

“I wish,” I said, grunting as I sat up. Tile floors were not the most comfortable places to sleep. My neck ached if I turned it to the left, but I was otherwise okay.

“What’s next?” Thilli said, walking up to me. She knelt down and kissed me on the cheek.

“Unfortunately, I need to do it again,” I said.

Thilli laughed. “Are you serious? You just worked until you passed out.”

“I know, I know,” I said. “But as I told you earlier, I need as much power as possible put into the shield, and thus the sword. I’m going to need a lot for my attack.”

Thilli shrugged and stood up. “Well, just let us know how to help.”

I pushed myself to my feet and stretched my arms over my head until my shoulder popped. “Just let me move around for a few minutes, then I’ll get back to it,” I said, doing a few squats to get my blood going. “Is there any food left?”

“You can thank Prazzi for this,” Cirro said, walking over to the table where a covered platter sat. She went to lift it but I hurried over there and sat at the nearest chair, then uncovered the platter. It was a simple lunch, fresh bread and half of a small roast with tiny potatoes, but I dug right in, and washed it down with a cup of thin wine. As tired as I was from working with magic, it tasted like a feast.

“Should we hire her to keep taking care of us when we move into our house?” Cirro asked, tapping her full bottom lip in thought.

“I think that might get awkward, especially considering she’s having one of my kids,” I said. “Besides, she loves running the temple. I don’t think you could pry her away from here if you tried.”

“You’re probably right,” Cirro said. She walked over to the shield and sat in front of it, then began channeling magic into it. After a few minutes, Thilli joined her, and then Anna.

“This time, drag me to the bed. This floor is uncomfortable,” I said as I sat next to them.

I went through the motions again of pouring all my magical power into Eldrick’s shield. It was an awful feeling, the shield latching onto my power and draining it from me, but I persevered. I kept at it until I was exhausted, then went even further. I didn’t stop until I had pushed every drop of my magical power into the shield and I passed out.

Fortunately, I woke up in bed the next morning covered in beautiful women. It was something I never grew tired of. No matter what my mood was, it always put a smile on my face. And if for some reason my mood was soured, I only had to look down at Lossia’s large breasts on my arm and things immediately improved.

As usual, Thilli opened her eyes right after I did. I looked down at her, her head on my right shoulder, and she looked up at me. We smiled, and I leaned down and kissed the top of her head.

“I love you,” she whispered.

Right as I opened my mouth to reply, the sound of a keening horn stopped me. Thilli and I stared at each other as a second horn joined in.

“So soon?” she asked, gently shaking Anna to wake her.

“Hmm, what?” Lossia said on my other side.

“Time to get up, my loves,” I said. “It sounds like they’re here.”

“But how?” Thilli asked. She slid off the foot of the bed and made her way to the washbasin. “How can they march so quickly? That trip should have taken them damn near a week!”

“Vogrim did something to them,” I said. “He made the entire army supernaturally strong. They eat their dead, and those that they kill. That makes them stronger as well.” Something suddenly occurred to me. “After Nerras and I attacked them the other day, they probably killed and ate a bunch of their own troops so they would have the strength to come here. Yes, that makes sense, considering we destroyed most of their supply carts. They would have no food so that would be their only option.”

“Jesus Christ,” Cirro swore. I looked at her in surprise and she shrugged. “I’ve heard you say it a few times. It felt appropriate. So we’ve got a cannibal army running towards us right now?”

“Yeah,” I said as I climbed out of bed.

The five of us got ready in a hurry. Thilli helped me strap on my armor and I helped her with hers, then we both donned our winter cloaks. I made sure the other women dressed warmly, as they would be standing atop the wall for hours, possibly days.

Snow covered the wide streets of Gillamoor. That hurt visibility, which was a problem. For what I had planned, I needed to see. Magic could probably take care of that, but I was still concerned.

The streets were filled with people scrambling to get ready. Soldiers marched in time, making their way towards the gatehouse. Behind them, wagons filled with barrels of arrows clunked along the cobblestones.

We climbed the stairs in the gatehouse and made our way across the wide path atop the wall. I looked up, cursing. Visibility was definitely a problem with all this snow.

“We’re going to hurry around to the other side so we can get started,” Anna said, stretching up onto her toes to kiss me.

Cirro was right behind her. “I hate hugging you in that armor, by the way,” she said, giving me her lopsided grin. “We’ll keep the moat from freezing.”

“I’ll probably see you in a few minutes,” I said, reaching out and touching Cirro’s cheek.

“Andrew!” A young man said as he ran along the wall. “Andrew!”

“What is it?” I asked as he skidded to a halt. The layer of snow made the top of the wall slippery.

“It’s Vogrim’s army,” he said, panting. “They’re here. To the north, as best as we can see. This snow makes it awful hard to tell much, but it looks like they’re gathering a mile or two to the north, preparing for an attack.”

“Let me see your looking glass,” I said, holding out my hand. He slapped it in my palm and I gripped it tightly. The time had finally come.
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Ihad been expecting it, but my heart still sank upon hearing that. But, I didn’t have time to worry. If they were that close, I only had time to act.

“Come on,” I said to Lossia and Thilli. “I need you both with me. Thilli, put on your tiara, Lossia, use your dagger when we get there. Let’s go.”

Thilli nodded. Lossia’s face was tight with determination. My thoughts raced as I circled around to the north side with Thilli and Lossia behind me, and I passed a message to every soldier I saw: do not look at the flash or you will be blinded. I couldn’t explain much beyond that, as they didn’t have the technological understanding to comprehend what I was about to try.

Men and women with brooms walked in both directions on the wall, doing their best to keep it free from snow. The last thing we needed was for our soldiers to slip and fall when they were supposed to be shooting arrows. I let them know to pay special attention to the area near the gatehouse, where more soldiers made for more risks of falling.

I gripped the looking glass firmly to keep my hand from shaking. If anyone decided to make a list of bone-headed ideas, mine would probably be at the top. And while there was a large chance that my plan would go horribly wrong and we would all die, I couldn’t find any other way to do it. Vogrim’s army was simply too large, and supernaturally strong. As I continued to the northern side of the wall, Vogrim’s army finally came into full view.

The snow made visibility difficult, but with a quick glance through the looking glass I was able to make out soldiers at the rear, still catching up and joining the main body. The swarm of enemies was absolutely enormous. From this distance it looked like someone had kicked an anthill; just endless bodies as far as I could see. To say I was nervous was an understatement.

“By the gods,” Lossia muttered from behind me.

Both her and Thilli stared wide-eyed at the enormous army. I glanced at them over my shoulder and saw the dismay in their eyes, that same look of hopelessness that I saw on most soldiers’ faces. We were going to die today, that look said. The end was here, that look said.

I took their fear and turned it into my own iron will. I would not let anything happen to my people.

As we continued along the path, we came across Anna. She was busy directing goblins to send fire into the moat water—the freezing weather kept trying to turn it solid. A frozen moat would practically be a welcome mat for Vogrim’s troops. A handful of minotaurs could charge right up to the northern wall and boost each other over. That would be a disaster.

Anna gave me a tense look as we approached and I reached out and pulled her into a quick hug. Feeling her slender body next to mine helped calm my nerves a bit. I gave her a squeeze, then released her so she could get back to work. Cirro was about a hundred feet further down the wall, and I watched as she sent a line of fire from her palm into the moat.

The weather was a great concern; not just due to the difficulties presented by the freezing temperatures, but because of the reduced visibility. I had placed that golden sphere atop the monolith of compacted soil a few days ago as a target. It was the perfect distance from the city for what I had planned. At least, I hoped.

When we reached the northernmost part of the wall, I put the looking glass to my eye and tried to find the golden sphere. The weather had reduced visibility far too much, so my efforts were fruitless.

I bit off a curse and lowered the looking glass. It was useless in this fucking weather. I had to do something about it before the soldiers came any closer to the city.

“Shit,” Thilli said.

I looked at her, then followed her gaze to the north. A group of soldiers, mostly minotaurs, had broken off from the main body of Vogrim’s army and charged towards the city. Snow whirled through the air, but I saw that each of them was wearing plate armor. Well, magic would take care of them, as long as the caster was strong enough.

But I didn’t have time for that. I had to trust that my soldiers could handle a few minotaurs—no small feat—and focus on my main attack. The future of the world depended on it.

I placed a hand on the hilt of Eldrick’s sword and drew power into myself. The weather was the first problem, so I sent powerful blasts of wind high into the sky, hoping to push the clouds away, even for a moment. I added fire into the mixture, hoping that the rising heat could give me a moment of clear weather.

To my amazement, there was a thinning of the snow. I grabbed the looking glass and scanned the area, looking for the golden sphere. My heart leaped in my chest as I finally found it. The gold itself wasn’t the most important thing, but the location was perfect, and it would act as a vessel for what I intended to do.

“Okay,” I said, taking a deep breath. “It’s time to do this. I need to draw power through both of you. Lossia, use your dagger. Thilli, your tiara.”

“We’re ready,” Lossia said, placing her hand on the ruby dagger.

I gently reached into them and began pulling power from them, slowly at first, then increasingly stronger. Lossia’s dagger held an ocean of magical power, even after she had used it against Vogrim’s forces. I took it all. Added to that was the power held within Eldrick’s sword.

Both Lossia and Thilli fell to their knees, holding each other and shaking from the feeling of so much power. Even though I was the one wielding all the power, our link made it so they felt a bit of what I did.

I clutched onto the crenelation with my free hand, struggling to stay upright. My skin felt like it was on fire, and I had to grit my teeth against the pain. Still, I pulled more power from Eldrick’s sword, and from Lossia’s dagger. I wanted to scream; it felt like the sun itself was inside my head, trying to explode.

I closed my eyes and sent my magical tendrils out, hundreds of them, thousands. I had done this once before, but never with so much power. My time was limited, wielding this much magic, and I knew it, so I had to work quickly.

Back on Earth, I had a habit of watching videos and documentaries and falling down a rabbit hole that would last for hours. I wound up doing it about once per month, and it left me with odd tidbits of knowledge that under normal circumstances would never come in handy.

But these weren’t normal circumstances. My magical tendrils reached the golden sphere and pulled snow and moisture from the air, filling it with water. From there, my tendrils split, and split again, and again, until I had thousands of them, tens of thousands and more, and could manipulate matter at the smallest scale.

I tore at the molecules of water, separating them into oxygen and hydrogen. That alone took a shocking amount of power, but I held enough to level a nation. My tendrils worked at a dizzying pace, rearranging the molecular structure of what remained in the golden sphere, adding neutrons to the hydrogen atoms to create deuterium, then heavy water, as it was sometimes called.

“What are you doing?” Lossia asked, her voice quaking. “What is all that?”

My magical tendrils split again, almost seeming to work on their own. They were small enough to grab onto the individual atoms, and powerful enough to force them together until they fused, creating a heavier element and releasing an immense amount of energy. I used every bit of magical power that I held, and thousands of magical tendrils did it all at the same time, creating a violent chain reaction.

“And this, my friends,” I said through clenched teeth. “Is a thermonuclear explosion.”

I closed my eyes right as light flashed on the horizon. It was bright even through my eyelids, like the sun was right in front of me. Even from our distance, the heat was painfully acute. I ducked beneath the crenelations to keep from being blinded, and pulled Thilli and Lossia down with me. It dawned on me that the healers would probably need to cure people of blindness after this; I had warned the soldiers not to look, but it was inevitable.

The second the flash had subsided, I turned and shouted, using the last of my magic to amplify my voice so the entire city could hear it.

“Get down!”

I glanced over the edge of the wall and saw it. A massive shockwave, expanding from the site of the explosion, stripping the ground clear of anything in its path. By the time I even saw the shockwave, it hit us.

The thick stone walls of Gillamoor saved many lives that day. Had the walls not been there, the shock wave would have torn through the city, probably leveling the entire place. But the walls held. The sound, however, was terrifying. A roar, loud enough to shatter eardrums, tore across the land. My entire body vibrated from the immense volume.

One of the most interesting things about the shockwave that comes from a nuclear explosion is how it rapidly expands outward, then immediately contracts, violently sucking everything back towards the site of the detonation. The destruction was absolute; every tree within a mile was obliterated, and for miles beyond that the forests were reduced to ash and skeletal fragments of trees.

I looked up and saw the thick plume of fire and smoke rising into the sky. The column of smoke billowed at the top and curved, forming into a huge mushroom cloud. All around me, people gasped in both horror and wonder.

“What did you do?” Thilli asked, her voice shaking.

“Something that I hope is never done again,” I said. I released my hold on their magical wells, and they both collapsed, struggling to stay awake. I called out for some nearby soldiers to help us.

Several archers rushed towards us, helping Thilli and Lossia to their feet. I no longer held any magic, but I was still connected to my magical well. The moment I severed that connection, I would be out for the rest of the day, and I couldn’t afford to pass out yet.

Two goblin soldiers came up to me and helped me stand, then helped me walk the parapet, towards the southern gate of the city. I looked around as we walked.

There was no major damage in the city, but it was a mess. Windows were broken, roof tiles had been dislodged, and anything not bolted down toppled over. But the people were alive. They filled the streets, staring in wonder at the tail end of the mushroom cloud that roared and filled the sky to the north.

I glanced over to my left and saw the remnants of Vogrim’s army. Complete and utter destruction was all that I saw. Of his army, nothing remained except ash. Even the soldiers that had made it to the city had been burned alive, then torn to pieces from the blast and the shockwave. There was no surviving a thing like that. Even the moat was half-empty now.

“What was that, Andrew?” one of the archers asked me.

“Kind of hard to explain,” I said with a dry cough. “I suppose I might need to start teaching science classes around here.”

“I heard that!” Anna shouted from behind me.

I stopped and slowly turned so I could see her. She rushed up to me and held me tightly, burying her face against my chest.

“I was so scared,” she whispered. “You’re going to have to tell me what you did back there.”

“I know,” I said, taking one hand from the shoulder of the goblin soldier next to me so I could use it to gently stroke Anna’s hair. “I promise once all this is done I’ll explain everything to you as best as I can. But right now I need to get to the front gate to check on things there.”

It was then that I heard shouts coming from the south.
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Overwhelming exhaustion threatened to pull me to the depths of sleep, but I forced myself to put one foot in front of the other.

“Get me to the gatehouse as quickly as possible,” I said through clenched teeth. Every step was a chore; my legs felt like they were made of lead, and I had no strength remaining. The soldiers on each side of me supported as much of my weight as they could—I outweighed them by a factor of two—and we managed an awkward hobble along the wall.

I passed by several soldiers rubbing their eyes and calling out to their comrades for help. The flash from the thermonuclear explosion had blinded them. The fact that I lived in a time of magic where things like that could be healed helped lessen my guilt, but I still felt bad for them. The harsh reality was that if I had blinded a hundred of them, it would have been worth it to save the world.

Panicked shouts reached my ears and I struggled to move faster. Ahead of us, soldiers ran towards the gatehouse, joining the fight. I watched as archers peeked over the edge of the wall to fire arrows, then ducked behind it again. A blast of fire suddenly scorched the front of the gatehouse, killing a dozen goblin soldiers in one fell swoop.

“Got to…save them,” I panted. I was barely conscious but I knew that if I could just get there in time, I could do something to help. I refused to give up; I was going to finish this, even if it killed me. My people deserved that much.

Another blast of fire slammed into the front of the wall, scorching several more archers and leaving them screaming on the parapet. Their comrades dragged them back from the crenelations and called for healers to help while others filled the gaps. I moved towards the edge of the wall and immediately saw the problem.

Half a dozen minotaurs slowly advanced towards the gate. These were the heavily armored, magic-wielding warriors I had faced at Vogrim’s palace; the ones I believed to be his personal guards. This group had survived the blast somehow; perhaps shielded by the city wall. Arrows rained down on them, but simply bounced off the heavy steel armor the giants wore. Some wielded spears and some massive swords, but each one held a huge tower shield in front of them as they approached the gatehouse.

On several occasions, goblins would try to launch magical attacks at the minotaurs. Those were quickly dispelled, so quickly it seemed the minotaurs barely put any effort into it.

It was clear these were elite units, and they were going to be a problem. I released my hold on the goblins next to me and crawled along the crenelations, not caring how I looked.

Using magic was dangerous, as exhausted as I was. There was a real chance I could burn the ability out of myself, or pass out and never wake up. I tried to pull a sliver of power from my magical well and it was like trying to hold onto a greased fish. No matter how hard I concentrated, I couldn’t pull even a tiny amount of power from my well. There was only one option, and I wasn’t even sure if it would work.

The minotaurs drew closer, still ignoring the arrows. Two soldiers manned a ballista atop the gatehouse and sent a spear-sized arrow at the crowd of minotaurs. It slammed into the monster’s shield, staggering him for only a brief second. From my place atop the wall, I could hear the minotaur laughing at their attempts.

The soldiers manning the ballista worked as quickly as possible to load another heavy spear into it, and once again sent it into the minotaurs with the same result.

“Aim for the head,” I said, my words not carrying far through the noise. I grabbed the nearest archer and told him to pass the message along. After a moment they received it, and looked over at me and nodded.

It took them several tries, but they finally launched one of the huge arrows right into the helmet of one of the minotaurs. By a stroke of luck, it entered the narrow slit in the helmets they used for vision. The minotaur toppled like a felled tree.

“Bring me my shield,” I told the soldier next to me. To my surprise, it was Private Joor. “Find Nerras, he’ll know where it is.”

“Right away,” Private Joor said. Without hesitation, he got up and hurried away, asking about where he could find Nerras.

I needed the power held within Eldrick’s sword today. I hadn’t expected for there to be any survivors, so I had left my shield behind. That proved to be a mistake, but at least it was easily fixable.

One of the minotaurs roared in anger at seeing his comrade slain and launched another fireball. This one exploded right where the ballista-wielding goblins were standing. Very little was left of them except for charred remains.

I huddled there, behind a crenelation, for perhaps three minutes. In that time I watched the minotaurs steadily kill half of the soldiers atop the wall. My heart ached, as I was powerless to help them. Some of them looked to me, their eyes pleading, but there was nothing I could do.

Nerras was suddenly there, Eldrick’s shield strapped to his arm. His scanning eyes found me and he rushed to my side.

“That attack of yours,” he shouted over the chaos. “I had no idea!” He hurriedly removed the shield and handed it to me.

This was my only chance. I slipped my arm through the straps on the back of the shield and pushed myself to my feet, so the minotaurs could see me. They were taking their time, killing as many goblins as they could as they lumbered towards the gates. One of them had already started bashing the gate with his tower shield.

“Cast something at them,” I said to Nerras. “Anything, just draw their attention. Get them to use magic.”

Nerras crouched between crenelations and focused on the giants. Their attention was on the gatehouse twenty feet to our right, so when he attacked, he caught them off guard. One of the minotaurs stiffened as a narrow bolt of lightning electrocuted him. He fell over, dead, smoke rising from the gaps in his armor.

The other minotaurs shouted their defiance and immediately launched a counter attack in our direction. I grabbed onto the edge of the wall and pulled myself to my feet, holding Eldrick’s shield in front of me. One of the minotaurs sent a bolt of lightning at us, and two others launched fireballs. The soldiers around us ducked and rolled to the other side of the wall, but I stood my ground. The spells warped and twisted as they were sucked right into the shield. Behind me, some of the archers gasped in shock.

After absorbing the power from their spells, Eldrick’s sword was recharged. I leaned against the crenelation to stay upright and rested my hand on the sword hilt. It was dangerous to use magic when I was as tired as I was, even magic from a different source, but I had no choice. I pulled magic from the sword and launched my attack.

Two of the minotaurs charged the gate and joined with the third and began attacking. The gate was heavy and well-built, but minotaurs were brutally strong and would tear it off the hinges in a matter of minutes if I didn’t stop them. The sound of them crashing against the gate filled the area. There wasn’t much time left.

The ground erupted beneath the remaining minotaur. He could dispel a magical attack if it was directed at him, but if my spell targeted the ground, that was more difficult for him to react to. He staggered back, using his shield to block the rocks and debris that slammed into him. A line of fire erupted from his hand, speeding right towards me. Eldrick’s shield made short work of it.

With his attention split, I went in for the kill. I sent my magical tendrils out and they latched onto his armor. His breastplate split open and fell to the ground, and before he could react, a dozen arrows suddenly pincushioned his stomach. He fell to his knees, clutching at his wounds, trying to push himself back up. The archers were relentless, and arrows struck him as if from a machine gun.

The power in Eldrick’s sword was nearly gone, but there were still three minotaurs left. They continued their assault on the gates, slamming into them, sending tremors through the entire stone gatehouse.

“Aim for their necks!” Nerras shouted, directing the archers. He took a long spear from a nearby rack—both the rack and most of the spears had been destroyed by the minotaurs’ magical attacks, but this spear was still usable—and leaned over the edge of the wall, striking straight down onto the nearest minotaur.

One of Nerras’s spear thrusts managed to catch the narrow eyeslit on the minotaur’s helmet and forced his head to the side. The minotaur shook his head in rage and rammed his spear upwards, narrowly missing Nerras. The goblin soldier immediately retaliated, his spear pinging off the minotaur’s helmet. The attacks weren’t enough to break through the armor, but they were enough to distract him.

The sound of wood splintering and metal twisting was impossible to miss. Panic erupted on the wall, with archers raining arrows down on the minotaurs, who promptly ignored the attacks. Inside the city, people fled. Nerras continued working his long spear and directing the other soldiers. If even a single one of these armored minotaurs got into the city, they would cause endless destruction.

With the last of the magical power in Eldrick’s sword, I sent heat energy into the minotaurs’ armor. I had just enough power to cook the last two, but the third one continued. One of the goblin soldiers lowered his bow and tried a magical attack, but the minotaur immediately dispelled and countered it, leaving the goblin nothing more than a smoking skeleton.

“We’ve got to stop him,” I said, falling to my knees. My voice came out barely louder than a whisper, not nearly loud enough for anyone to hear. The gate splintered again, with the squeal of tortured metal.

After kicking the broken remains of the gate out of the way, the giant minotaur shouldered through and entered the city. He held his arms out and bellowed a great war cry, as if sending out an invitation for someone to try him if they dared. Arrows rained down on him and every single one bounced off his thick armor. It was like attacking a tank with a BB gun.

I coughed and pulled myself across the path, to the rear of the wall, as I watched the minotaur take another step into the city. People screamed and fled at the sight of the monster. He took his time, letting the panic build.

“Move!” a voice called out from my left side.

I turned and saw Nerras sprinting along the parapet, knife in hand. I recognized the look on his face; it was the look of sheer determination and iron will, the look that said fear wasn’t an option.

“It worked for you,” he called out as he ran past me. “My turn!”

And with that, he stepped between the crenelations and leaped into the air, right towards the minotaur.

Having heard the rattle of Nerras’s armor, the minotaur turned at the last minute. With a cruel smile he raised his spear right as Nerras hit him. The wrist-thick spear hit Nerras in the lower stomach, right beneath his breastplate.

My heart sank as Nerras was impaled. Two feet of spear stuck out of his lower back, and the goblin soldier screamed in agony. The minotaur raised the spear high into the air, laughing as Nerras’s body slid down the length of the haft, spilling blood all around.

I struggled to pull magic into myself, but I was too weak. The exhaustion I felt was so heavy I couldn’t even stand. There was nothing I could do except watch my dear friend Nerras die.

“Someone get a healer!” I tried to shout, but the words barely came out. I reached out and grabbed the soldier next to me, a man equally exhausted. “Healer. Nerras,” I said, then fell back to my hands and knees. He nodded and limped away and I turned back to see the end of Nerras.

It was then that I noticed Nerras still had his dagger in hand. The man roared in pain, but his eyes were surprisingly focused. He grabbed the spear and pulled himself along it, the bloody haft sliding through his stomach, until he reached the minotaur’s massive gauntleted hand.

The minotaur wasn’t able to react quickly enough. Nerras used magic to sever the spear sticking out of him, then rammed his dagger into the minotaur’s shoulder, right where two plates of steel met.

Nerras fell and hit the ground hard, letting out another shout of pain, but immediately raised his hand. I felt magic flare in him and blood suddenly misted from the holes in the minotaur’s visor.

The minotaur bellowed in rage, blindly swinging his shield, stomping his hooves, doing everything possible to hit someone. Nerras grabbed onto the length of spear sticking out of his gut and pulled it out, shouting in pain. He tossed it aside, then sent another magical attack at the minotaur.

Nerras wasn’t the kind of guy to kill with magic, especially against Vogrim’s monsters; he preferred his hands. He had a personal hatred of minotaurs and would do damn near anything to kill one of them. He wasn’t particularly strong with magic, even after Zozella’s blessing, but he was an efficient killer. So, I wasn’t surprised when he sent out two magical tendrils and began severing tendons on the minotaur’s body.

The armored giant crashed onto his back, hollering in rage when he realized his legs no longer worked. Nerras lashed out again and the minotaur’s arms went limp. One more attack kept that huge, horned head from being so lethal.

Every soldier, every citizen nearby, watched as Nerras staggered up to the minotaur, leaking blood from a hole the size of my fist in his gut. He reached down and yanked his dagger out of the minotaur’s shoulder, then used it to cut at the leather straps that held the minotaur’s helmet on.

Once he was able to remove the minotaur’s helmet, the two locked eyes. The minotaur spat curses and snapped his teeth, trying to bite. Nerras stared at him coldly, then raised his dagger high overhead. He put his entire bodyweight into it, ramming the dagger straight into the minotaur’s forehead, all the way to the hilt. Vogrim’s final soldier was dead.

After that, Nerras collapsed on the cobblestone street.


Epilogue


Just the cleanup alone took a month, even with the help of magic. Fortunately, I had used raw magical power to trigger the chain reaction that led to the thermonuclear explosion, so radiation wasn’t a problem. Still, the land for several miles north of Gillamoor looked like a barren wasteland, and would take months, even years, to turn back into a forest again.

Once the horrors of war faded and the healers finished their rounds, life began to return to some semblance of normal, although it was a new normal that hadn’t been experienced in years. A few weeks after the death of Vogrim, men began to experience their bodies healing; they were able to function as men for the first time in five years. Many children were conceived in the time after that. The booming population led to an increase in new construction that lasted for quite some time.

Of course, one of the biggest things to happen was our wedding. Since my life had basically revolved around Gillamoor for the past few months, I wanted to do it there. Lossia immediately refused and reminded me that she was still a princess.

Our wedding was in York, with what felt like the entire city surrounding us. Arranging the five of us was a bit clumsy, especially since my wives insisted they wanted to marry each other and not just me. We finally wound up in a loose circle, with our right hands clasped in the center. King Freg brought the same ribbon he had used to marry Queen Cinnai more than twenty years ago, and used it to bind our hands together.

Silent tears leaked down Thilli’s cheeks the entire time, and her voice trembled as she spoke her vows. Considering what a tough woman she was, her softer side never ceased to make me smile. Anna beamed a smile at her the entire time.

Cirro was able to pause her jokes just long enough to get her vows out, although the moment King Freg turned away she reached out and slapped Lossia on the ass. A mixture of gasps and laughs came from the crowd.

I looked around and saw Cirro’s family nearby. The stern expression I was used to seeing on her father’s face was replaced with a smile that practically split his face in two. Tears of joy leaked from his eyes, and he held Mia tightly the entire time. Even the kids behaved.

The cheer that erupted upon the conclusion of the wedding was deafening. Thousands of voices all at once broke into song, clapping and stomping their feet in time. People shouted my name and offered prayers to the gods right there on the street, asking them to bless our future.

I looked at my four wives—and they were finally my wives; I wasn’t just using that term because I hated the word “girlfriend” anymore—and smiled. There was no greater blessing possible than what I had.

Nerras was the first to congratulate me. He hugged me and slapped me on the back, his face split by a huge smile. Kless and Ozee were there by his side, and we all took a moment to hug and enjoy the moment.

Together with my wives, we made our way into the crowd, where we sang and danced for hours. Thilli’s father supplied enough of his amazing wine to keep our spirits high, and we drank and laughed and danced. I was a horrible dancer, but it was still fun.

Stories of Nerras’s actions in combat had spread far and wide—I may have helped with that a bit—and the crowd treated him like a hero, showering him with hugs and flowers.

After a bit, I realized we had danced our way towards York’s temple of Zozella. Upon seeing that, I told my wives I would be right back, and made my way there.

All the wine made my head swim a bit as I hurried up the broad stairs, but I wanted to talk to my favorite goddess. With a bit of luck, I could hear from Dulios as well. It would be nice to talk to my old friend.

This temple was much larger than the one in Gillamoor, but it was laid out roughly the same. I walked through the sanctuary, between the rows of pews, and stopped at the foot of the tall statue of the goddess Zozella. She looked the exact same as the statue in Gillamoor, which made sense when I remembered it was she that had shaped the statues herself.

I knelt on the floor and reached out, placing my hand on her foot. I always found it remarkable that the stone her statue was made of never felt cold. It still felt like stone, but it was warm, almost as warm as a person.

“Andrew,” Zozella said fondly. “Please stand. There is no need for you of all people to kneel before me, although I appreciate the gesture.”

I pushed myself to my feet and looked up at her. “So, here we are,” I said. “Everything is finally done, and now I can relax. Well, as much as my wives will let me.”

She smiled down at me, then reached down and touched my face in an affectionate manner. “I am so proud of you, Andrew. You have done what no one else could; what I was forbidden to do. The moment I found you, I knew you were the right one.”

I blinked at that. “Wait, Ulenor found me with his spell. Or, Dulios, that is.”

Her smile deepened. “It was I that guided him. His spell was merely a catalyst; a method to allow me to interact with the universe in a manner that wouldn’t anger Selemis. I also gave him the vision of you, nearly a hundred years ago. This has been a long time in the making, Andrew.”

“Hold on,” I said. “So exactly where am I? I remember looking up at the moon a while ago and noticing it looked just like the one back on my home planet.”

“You’re on the same planet, Andrew. Just in a different reality.” She straightened and her fingers fanned out as she explained. “There are so many of them, you know. Realities. I needed someone from this same planet, but just the right version. You come from a world filled with war and strife, but also compassion. And you yourself are the same; you have seen the horrors of war, but you are still filled with kindness.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “So you’re telling me I’m basically on an alternate Earth? Where exactly on the planet are we? Germany? South Korea? Ohio? Oh god, please don’t tell me I’m in fucking Ohio.”

Zozella laughed. “There is no comparison, to be honest. While this is the same planet, it evolved differently than yours. The shapes of the continents would look vaguely familiar to your eye, were you to see them, but that is where the similarities end. Remember, Andrew, this is a world of magic. Things are different.”

“Different, but better,” I said, slowly turning to look out the open front doors to the temple. Even inside the sanctuary, I could clearly hear the celebration outside. “Much better. This world is happier than mine. And the goblin people more peaceful.” I turned back to Zozella. “Thanks for bringing me here. You’ve given me an amazing life.”

“I would say I gave you very little,” Zozella replied. “I helped bring you here. You took your fate in your own hands and became exactly what my people needed.”

I shook my head, still trying to wrap my mind around all that had happened. My life had gone from mundane to one of deep meaning, from lonely to filled with family, friends, and soon, children. Speaking of which….

“By any chance, do you know how many children I’ll have?” I asked her.

“Two hundred and forty-eight,” she replied without hesitation. “And all of them healthy and strong. Your blood will gradually spread through my people, making us taller, stronger, and better with magic. Previously you have expressed regret that you were changing the goblins, but I can assure you, this change is a positive one. You will make their future more secure, even years after you are gone.”

Two hundred and forty-eight children. Just thinking of that made my head spin more than the wine did.

Not knowing what else to say, I thanked Zozella again and walked back out into the celebrating crowd. It took me a moment to find my wives, but soon I was dancing with Lossia and Cirro again. We danced and drank wine until our feet hurt, and finally wound up in the royal palace, in a room with an enormous bed, where we slept for the first time as husband and wives.

After that, we went back to Gillamoor to start our new life together. We finally finished the house, and it was a thing of beauty. I spent my days trying to modernize it, trying to use my knowledge along with magic to invent new things, new creature comforts. I was moderately successful, although I’ll admit nothing was as good as those magical lightboxes we got from the elves.

Months later, the children started being born. Prazzi had a girl, an absolutely adorable kid with faint wisps of dark blue hair on her head. She named her Marie, after Marie Curie.

Cirro had a healthy boy, and we named him Magnus. She grew to love the name, and of course my son was great as well. He was a happy baby that seemed to have a lot of his mother’s personality, even from birth.

Anna had a girl named Cecilia. Like the rest, she was a healthy, happy baby. Lossia had a girl as well, and she named her Swanna, after her aunt. The goblin genes for color were strong, and Swanna had dark purple hair and olive green eyes.

Thilli had a boy, and she decided to name him Nerras. He was a strong baby, and even as a toddler he was fearless. The name felt appropriate. Nerras wept tears of joy when we told him we had named our son after him.

Although the world became much more peaceful after Vogrim was killed, there was always the risk that some asshole would want to try invading in the future, and I was determined to make sure we were always ready. With that being said, Nerras became the first Sergeant Major in the history of the goblin army. It took some convincing to get the king to allow him to stay in Gillamoor—Nerras had said in no uncertain terms that if he had to leave his home city and move to York he would refuse the promotion. That did it.

He became a father twice over. Ozee had a girl, and they named her Delia. Kless gave birth to a boy, and they named him Andrew, after me, although they made sure to tell me with a laugh that “Andrew” was a strange sounding name. Cirro agreed.

Life fell into a pleasant routine after that. Children were everywhere in the goblin cities, and they brought happiness with them; seeing the children play was a reminder that everything had nearly been lost only a few years earlier. Instead, the goblin people were thriving.

I spent many of my mornings in our vineyard to the east of the city. The armor was removed from the wagon-car and I finally figured out how to make bucket seats. Each morning I drove to our vineyard and tended the vines. It was my daily moment of peace and I came to cherish that time.

I was finally able to talk to Dulios, almost a year after his human form—Ulenor—had been tragically killed. He was not a particularly powerful deity, he explained, so interacting with the physical world was rather difficult. But sometimes as I walked through my new vineyard, tending to the vines, we would have conversations. It was nice talking to my old friend again, especially now that I knew he was happy with his lover, Zozella.

Shalizor managed to keep his rule over the orc nation, although there were several clashes and uprisings that were brutally put down by his new guards. Once his leadership was firmly established, people began to trust him—especially when the orc nation thrived and people began to use the new well I had installed.

We spoke regularly via talking glass, and he showed me a new forest that was being planted just south of the city of Var Akresh. Over time it would change the entire area.

Orc smelters worked with goblin smiths and elven mages, and eventually the first railroad was built. It was just a straight line from Holmar to York, and we used some of those elven magical engines to power the train carts themselves, but it was absolutely revolutionary. Soon, people began traveling daily between the two cities.

Not too long after that, the orcs built a line from Var Akresh to the nearest city to their west. Once again, trade prospered and the people were happy, which helped solidify Shalizor’s rule. He became the greatest orc ruler in history.

One day, I was walking through the vineyard with Magnus by my side. He was five years old, and tall for a goblin. He was smart, just like his mother, and such a handsome and curious kid. I showed him how I pruned and tended to the vines to keep them healthy and he took it all in.

“Do you ever feel strange because you look different?” he asked me one day. It was a pretty deep question for a five-year-old, but he was a smart kid so I should have expected it.

I picked him up and spun him in a circle, smiling as he laughed and squealed. When I finally put him down, I answered.

“I used to,” I told him, kneeling to be on his level. “But this is my home and I love everyone here. And I couldn’t be happier.”

The end.

Thanks for reading the entire Goblin Breeder series! If you enjoyed it, make sure 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 first book in my next series early, as well as other writing projects of mine!
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